CALICO'S JOURNM

| begin this purval with 4 confession. | db rot kvow if the stories contained here are frue, ror
b | think truth abne can wlf them. Permaps truth is tw rarrow a measure for the Iife of
Lord Theaore Thomas Blackwow, 4 man whose days moved with equal measure thragh worder
and through hervor, through lgnt and shadow alice.

Across 196 inferviews, and thrugh the countless jurvals, bose nfes, and fiell bgs wee
recovered from his expediions, | have read every word lstened fo every recorded recollection
and preserved each thle 45 he gave it o me. | have tried fo set them down fathfully
uraltered and uncofftened just a5 he spike them Mnd yet, 4s | arvanged them tuether, | found
myself unsure vot of his honesty but of whether histiry itoelf is rge erough to il him

The dates blur, never quite Ining up. Piaces and pewple seem o slip between wat sholf be
and what canvet possibly be. | have seen in his words qods trat walk in sience, pirates silng
seas of acid beasts of flesh and steel and Bela the e name he wrote of with 4 soffress |
Never san him show in persin. There s lughter in these pages, but there is alo pain, and
4 quiet, ungpaken fear that runs thrugh them all Blackwood himself may rot have anitted
abug but | think his greatest terror was 1ot deati, not even the strange things he hunfeq
but forgetfing Forgetfing those he cared for, forgetting why he dd wat e di forgetting who
he was.

I the end trat is what makes these stories maffer, whether they are fruth, embellshment, or
something between. Because for all his shic words and his erdiess afventures, Lord Blackwood
Wis 4 man who cared deeply, thugh e always tried fo downplay i He fought rot for gbry, not

for himself, but for tose he coull ot bear o bse, even when he believed he would

hd 50 what folows is more tran a collection of tales. t is a map of 4 Ife spent running
headong infy the impossivle and refusing fo furn away, even when the impossible stared back
Wiutever julgment you render, | ask yu only fo read these pages as he meant them fo be

real He beleved every word and after all | have heard | find myself beleving him o

~Lalico



The Shrine 0f Lovataar

| begin this tae with the lumble acknowledgment that my surival was as much a matter of
aud fortune as it was of wit or oldl I is with great velictance that | vecount the affair af al,
were i ot for my sworn duty to share these expliits 5o that dthers may glean wisdm wirere
| found folly For indeed, foly it was to Nenture info thnse dense and untamed reaches of the
Mmazon basin in pursit of an artifact whise very name inwked dread the ol of Lowataar, the
Sarkic ¥laigar.

My wyge began on a dreary morning in London, beneath skies grey and drear as if they
sught to discourage my departure. My byl walet, Mr. Deeds, bore a troubled expression, as he
offen did when my expedtions drew near.

S}’ e implored auietly, a5 he anded me my hat, “surely the civiized world holds enough perils
b keep a gertleman entertained Must yu 9o to such inmsptable places?

| offered him a veassuring smile, or as veassuring as one might muster when one's byl
servant had taken fo worning excessively. "Civlized dangers have their charm, Deeds, but the
unknown Compels me, as yu well know. Besides, the world is far larger than our smal English
comforts, and | intend to lonow it all”

Veeds sighed hemily, thugh a twinkle lingered in bis exes. “Then may yu veturn safely, iy
lord, that wu may educate the world on what folly you find’

| bughed hearti ot tiat, clapped his shoulder, and stepped onto the cobbled streets toward
aventure. Little dd | know then the true extent of pexil awdting my arvival across tit wide
and hostile sea.

My purney began in earniest from the bustiing viverside city of Manaus, nestled deep in the
Mmazon Bagin. | ived a company of sik bcal guides, shrong, capable men whose lives had been
spent vnigating the wast, ibyrinthine waterways and dense, emerad ungles. They spike often
and antioust of our destination: 4 vemote, unnamed tributary inabited by a secretive and feared
tribe wWhse very evistence was the stuff of whispered legends. hecording to vumor, they
worshipped a detty wse frue nature was davker than anything the human wind ought to
concene the Sarlic Kiigar known only as Lowataa.



Weeks of suffocating travel beneath thick fliage brugit us o the ofermost edge of what
the bcals called forbidden tervitory. My quides began to mutter quiethy among themsehes, their
faces anvius. They frequently bked into the impenetrable ngle, eyes widened with 4 primal
apprenensin they vefused fo vame abud One vigit, vear a dwinding campfire, my senior quide,
a hardened yet Hugitful felow named Manuel, tok me- aside.

"Lovd Plackwond,' he gpoke with difficulty, eyes shifting nervus into the shadons beyond our
lignt. “This place is exil Men wo enter it do vt come back or if they do, they are o bnger
men.’

| veassured him a5 best as | could, Hhugh the pit of my own stomach churned uncomfortably
Yet, pride and determination, perivps mingled with youthful arogance, spurred me onward
Manuel velented, thmgh | saw dread veflected deepl in his eyes.

The ungle grew oppressie as we pressed forward, the vegetation thickening to a suffocating
wal, the sounds of widife veplaced by an unnatural slence. Days blurved fogether benedth 4
canpy 5o thick it seemed night never fuly game way fo dawn. our supplies dwinded, our wordle
strained under a growing unease that crept like ivy mver every heart.

M bast, affer weeks of pushing thnough vines and dfifling heat, we arrived ot the vilage. The
st wag immediately disturbing, exen vepulsive. Rugh dwelings buit from wood and bone formed
a grim Circle around & wmassive, grotesque il canved from davk stne and strangely shaped
flesn, a fotem to 4 tervible gl whse vame | now knew tw well. The inbitants approached
their eyes vacant yet Istile, their bades covered in vitual scars and grotesaue aterations flesh
twisted, reshaped, and plerced in reverence to Lovataar.

They tok us quicky and ilently, dragging us info the ilage center. The dir was heavy, thick
with the smell of bl and decay There they began their rites, chanting quitural Inmng as my
companions Cried ot in fear. Unable to intervene, | watthed helplessly as each of my frusted
quides was dragged forward and forced before the idd, where hded priests performed dreadful
cereminies upon their trembling budies.

Lowataar appeared in a wanner that defied vational thougt. Emerging from darioness, she fok
form before our very eyes, beautiful yet unspeakably grotesaue, her flesh shifting, reforming
endless info impassible confiqurations, her iice a terviing meldy vesonating through the air.

Her gaze turned upon my men, and with 4 mere gesture she began fo transform them |
witthed, parazed by horvor and disbelief, as luman budies twisted info monstvous shapes, bones



vearvanging beneath skin, limbs ebngating unnaturally, faces distorting into masks of agony and
worship. Their Cries of forment faded, veplaced by gquttural moans of ecstasy and submission.
Pefore me st creatures o bnger human, mindess husks now dewted utterly fo their new
mistress.

Then Lovataar furned fo me, and | felt my blood vun cold She spake, her wice bath alluring
and vepulsive, eath word dripping like prisined honey.

You have traveled far, Lovd Blackwond, and now witviess the grace bestowed by bn, my beloved
master, upon those W embrace the supremacy of flesh Do yu vot see? This is the glory
that awaits all who survender themsees o Sarkiciom”

| forced steadiness into my wice, though my sl trembled within me. “Your ways may be dine
fo you, Lowataar, but | came only seeking knowledge vot transformation. | am content with the
humanity that s brouglnf me here

She smiled, a omile which felt like 4 wound upon my soul "Humanity' she whispered
contempuously. ‘Fragle and fleeting. n offers eterity, power beynd comprenension, the
ibexation of flesh from mortalty's cruel bounds. Embrace this gift wilingly, Theodore, and you wil
stand by my side, vuling as quds

Mer eyes held a tervible allure, promicing forbiden pleasures and unthinkable powers. Yet my
heart vecoled, vepelled by the unnatural blasphemy she offered

Gatnexing Wit vemained of my courage, | spike clearly, desperately. “our offer is generous,
but | cannet accept. The strength and py of human life lie precisely in ts fragiity in the
struggle, the growti, the Ine we share precisel because life is fintte. | will not abandon my
humanity, even for eternity”

She gazed upon we, and for & moment | feared she would unleash upin me the same dreadful
franstormation. But instead she paused, considering my defiance. Pexvivps curiosty overcame her
vage, or peraps my audacity amused her. Her form ohifted subty, and she drew closer, her
wice w and almost intimate.

Rarely does one veject s blessing with such ebauence,’ she murmured. *Yet | shll spare
wu ot out of mercy, but as a message to your world Carry back wiat you ave seen,
Thewdbre Blackwond. Tell yur civiization of stone and steel the truth of flesh's supremacy. Your



sutfexing wil be the memory of wWhat you wivessed here, and the nigitmares that wil forever
haunt yur sleep”

With those words, she withdrew info shadow, leaing me- uiterly done with the wonstrus things
tat had once been wy quides. | fled tirmgh the darkened jungle, pursued not by beasts nor
tribesmen but by visions of my former companions' contorted budies and fortured faces, the
hidems laugrter of Lovataar echiing eternaly in my ears.

Weeks lafer, battered, broken, and delirious, | emerged from the jungle. My survival wais
greeted with dsbeliet and awe, yet when asked fo vecount my adventure, | found myself unable
to fuly convey the horvor of Lowataar's precence or the dread of Sarkiciom's dark promise.

And viow, back in London, beneath gas lamps and fawiiar comforts, | pen this account with
trembing and and heavy heart. My dreams remain haunted, my sleep forever shien by the
remembrance of twisted flesh and monstrous qpds. | write ot o ingpive glory vor to boast of
bravery for in truth | feel litle of eiter but to offer a warning of the davkness that dwels
in the worlds unexpbred reaches.

Should any wWho vead this purnal be tempted by whispers of Sarkiciom, or by the promices of
Lovataar and her belved b, | pray yu heed my words. For the flesh they worship is vot
dnine, vor is it liberation i i corvuption, decay, and madness. Better a brief and wble life than
an eternity chiined fo horvor.

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwoud
Viscourt, Naturalist, and Forexer Changed Witness



The Heresy

| must adwit, before commencing this account, that even after all these years, the memory of
this particular adventure dtill fils me with a profound sense of melancholy and bnging. The
events | vecord now vemain clear and wiid in my mind, efched indelibly by the strange wonder
and soreow that warked their passage. |t is a story | e varely shared, yet one desening of
being vemembered, if only for her sake.

t began upon a grey morning in England, when | veceived a lefter sedled with the persond
crest of Mer Magesty Gueen Vichria The instructions therein summoned me urgently to the
oyl palace, whereupon | presented myself promptly The queen herselt awated my arrival
vesplendent but grave, seated beneath a wast portvait of her te lusband, wse sdlemn visage
seemed 10 echo the seritusness of her veauest.

"Lord Blackwond” she began, her wice Clear but tinged with subtle unease, here is a
disturbance in the countryside, one beyond the veach of ordinary men

"k disturbance, Your Maiesty?* | echoed priitely

" vift) she clarified, her gved fingers fightening on the armrest of her chir, ‘an pening t
another place, entively different from our own vealty. | would ask vo other man to visk the
purney, but you, Theodore, hve faced tervors beyond veckoning. Would you 9o on behalf of your
Gueen, info the unknown, and discover what threats or marvels may lie beyond?

The answer Came edgly, almost ingtinctively. “Your Maiesty, i is my lonour and privilege fo
serve Engand and you. | accept witiout hesttation”

Thus, outfitted in the didtinctive crimson uniform of the Crown's special senice, armed with iy
trusted saber and a finely crafted pistil whose bullets ad been meticubusly inseribed to bend
vedty itself, | departed London. | purneved swiftly foward the English countryside, o a remte
vlage wheve veports of the vift had originated

hreiing ot dusk, beneath darkening skies streaked with unnatural coburs, | found vilagers hiding
bevind shuttered windows, whispering fearful prayers. They directed me toward the vift, which
hd appeared ot the edge of a dense, ancient wnd Mpproaching cadtiously, | beheld the
shimmexing, impossible fissure hanging silently in widd, the fabric of vealty forn open before
me lice a wound. Gathering my courage, | stepped forward through that unnatual tireshold.



Emerging upon the other side, | was immediately confronted by a lindscape steeped in shadows.
The sky here was eternally dim, painted in shades of grey and vioet, broken only by loming
spires and twisted cathedrals veaching desperately skyward. Gothic arthes vose imposingly, and
exerywnere hung symbils of a churth unfamiiar et oppressive, stern crosses wrapped in
dark cloth, monuments to come unknown dninty wWhse gaze felt more ginister than Joly

For & woment | stond mationless, absorbing the unsetting beauty of the place. Then, gathering
my vesie, | shrade forward abng a cobblestone pathh that twisted into the heart of a great city
ks buiings lomed over varrow streets, the architecture darkdy magnificent, exking awe
tempered by a quiet dread Carved gargpjes gpzed down at passersby with grim vigiance, their
stne faces ervded a5 thugh weeping slently over centuries of unseen sorvow.

The pesple mved quietly, their heads bwed beneath the oppressive weignt of their world
casting furtive glances in my direction. | voticed auickly the stark difference of my appearance,
my Crimson uniform ivid agpingt the drab grevs and blacks worn by the populace. understanding
that such a stark contrast drew unwanted attention, | procured a heavy dark cloak from a wary
vendor wWhse pale hands trembled signtly as he accepted strange giNer coing from my purse.

Cloaked thus, | moved unseen among the citys citizens, blending into the endiess fow of somber
fiqures trudging toward their destinations. | son learned fo imtate their mannerisms—their slent
nods, their careful avdidance of ee contact, their whispered prayers when passing the endiess
shrines dedicated to the grim deity they worshipped

For days | wandered through the city, dbsirbing the strange customs and tradtions of this bleak
siciety. | watthed from shudowed corners as priests, dressed in vobes adorned with symbol
veminiscent of arcane vunes, preached fervently about sin and vedemption, their sermons
punctuated by dark vituls that made my okin prickde uneasly. The townsfolk seemed perpetualy
gripped by fear, their tbedience absilute et born of dread vather than dewotion.

In taerns and market squares, | heard hushed conversations hinting at dark powers harnessed
by the clergy, thaumaturgical gifts bestowed upon them by their mysterious gpd. To speak
wpenl againgt them was unthinkable; punishiment was swift and mexciless. Heretics wanished,
their vames erased, their fates whispered only in fearful speculation.

0n the sivth day, beneath a sky bruised purple and tinged with strange giher cluds, | entered
a Curious little shop, drawn by its windows filled with vare manuscripts and intvicate devices Hhat
seemed 1o blur the line between stience and sorcery. The dir within smelled faintly of
parchiment, vendex, and something sweetly metalic.



| browsed quietly, vunning my fingers abng ancient texts whse stripts twisted dizzyingly
before my eyes. Last in contemplation, | nearly missed the gentle sund of fotsters approaciing
behind me.

“Tse writings have a habit of ensnaring the wind it youre vot careful’ sad 4 soft wice,
amused et gentle.

Turning shavply, | found myself gazing upon a woman whse appearance momentari shle my
breatn away. Ber ir, impossibly white lice unfouched snow, castaded freely arund her
shlders, framing a face whse delicate beauty was matched only by the infendtty of her eyes,
a pierting qlden yelow that seemed to see straight through me.

"ForgiNe iy vudeness,’ | managed o veply, bowing my head politely. *| am a stranger here.
These wolumes fascinate me, though | adwit their contents are beyond my comprehnengion”

She omiled sightly, her expression warm et quarded *They fascinate many. Though | sense
Yu are vob werely another Curious beal!

| hestated, measuring my words carefuly. "No. ndeed, | am from_anther place afogetier. k
world nlike this one, sent 1o learn what | migt”

Her eyes widened briefly, curiosty sparking apenly 'K felw traveler, then. I has been a very
bng fime since | e encountered andther lice myself!

Youyu are ot from this veam? | acked, astonished

She sk her head slignty. "No. My vame is ella | e wandered through many workds, many
redms. Like you, | came seeking knowledge, thmugh wiat | found here was wore than |
bargainod For

We gpike at lengthn, hidden from prying ears among fowering sheles of ancient bre. Bela
recounted how she had come thnough a vift years agp, her purneys leading her o this
darkened world vuled by a cruel fath and avcane vites. She gpike of the church and the
ruthless clergy who wielded powers deawn from a being they climed diine, yet whose true
nature she dwbted deeply

hs che spike, | became avare of a stirving within my chest, a yearning sparked by her
presence. Pela spike with 4 quiet strength, wisdim tempered by kindness, courage blended
seamless with grace. n the urs spent with hex, | knew my heart had irrewcably changed



Yet our conversation ended abruptly when Bela glanced ot toward the street and visbly tensed

Youne drawn attention, she whispered urgently, eyes sharp with concern. “The city quards
ave viear. They wil take yu for questioning your cltiing done s suspicious!

"Let them come,' | veplied, my hand faling instinctively fo the saber at my side. '| fear vo
unust inguiry”
"No;' Bell said firmly, eyes beked onto mine, 4 sadness passing briefy thrugh her gaze. 't

they capture you, speak cadtiusy They fear outsiders greaty. Witever Iappens, stay alive.
We il meet agin’

Pefore | could vespond, she turned swiftly, slipping sllently tirmgh a concedled dorway in the
back of the shop. The sund of heavy fotsteps echoed outside, and moments later, the door
burst open, quards streaming inside, blades drawn, their faces severe beneath blackened helms.

| drew my saber intinctively, standing proudy before them, defiant yet composed

"Lower yur weapon,' Commanded their leader, stepping forward menacingly, his armor
emblazoned with the twisted cross emblem. You ave under arvest by authority of the Wiy
Wauistion."

Considexing Bela's words carefully, | knew that vesistance would likely prove fatal, and survival
would demand digbmacy vather than combat. With quiet digrity, | placed wy saber and pishl
carefuly upon the foor, hokding my head high

You wistake wy infentions, | said caimly, meeting the captiin's harsh gaze evenly. et | chull
cooperate wilinghy'

My wrists were owiftly bound, the cold bite of iron shuckles closing armnd them. The quards
marched me forcefuly through streets now lined with curious, fearful ownshll whispering
ominously My heart hammered in my chest as | wais brougit to an immense catiedral, wWhose
dark towers vose shanply foward the exer-darkening sky

The cathedrals heavy doors swung open, vexealing a wast, echoing chamber it dimly by
Hickering candes, casting bong, ominous shadows across the stone Hoor. | was led forward o stand
before a vaised dais, atop which sat a figure wWhise mere presence vadated autiority and
vuthless intellect the Grand Inguisitor.



He watthed me slently, steepling his fingers beneath a varrwed gaze that plerced thrugn
my very being. Finally, after a glence that seemed eterna, he spoke, his wice vesonating cody
thrugh the great hall

"M outsider, wandexing our streets without sanction. Foreign affire. Foreign bearing. Tell me,
d"mn?ger W are \u, and by wWhat heretical powers ave yu trespassed into our sacred
worlf?"

| steadied myself, meeting his gaze directly, and prepared carefuly to speak

| stowd firm before the Grand Inquistor, summoning every ounce of vesiNe within my spirtt. His
ees bre int wine, a gaze sharp a5 4 blade, yet | forced myself fo veturn his stare evenly,
betraying netther fear vor arrogance.

"Speal' e commanded cod. "Explin yourself. Wit blasphemy s brougit yu here®

"I assure ' | vesponded with caveful, deliberate calm, | intended v disrespect. My purney
here was one of scholarly pursutt, curipsity abne. My world differs wasty from yur own. | wished
merely fo understand yur faith, vt to offend"

The Grand Inquisitor's lips curled into a disdainful sneer. "Curibsity is the seed from which al
hevesy sprouts. You claim ignorance, but yur presence dine defies the wil of our diine
protector, the Ebony Luna Your blasphemws attive and manner speak luder than your lies!

"My intentions.." | began, but he slenced me with a sharp gesture.

"Eoughl You wil vot prison this hall with your false words. Guards, prepare the prisier for
execution. He wil veceive the holy blessing of our vevered Ebony Luna’

The quards seized me voughly, their armored hands bruising my shoulders as | was marched
from the great hall | was escorted thrmugh shadowed corvidors that twisted deeper into the
catnedral's Ubyrinthine foundations. The air grew cold and damp, the stone walls narrowing
ominously a5 they led me fo the cells veserved for thuse condemned by the church

| was thwust vidlently foward an ivon barved chamber, ts confines bleak and sutfocating. one
quard stepped forward, his key ving vatting as he unlocked the heavy cell dor. t was in tiat
moment driven pevivps by desperation or by a deeper instinct of survival Hhat | acted



hs the quard turned briefly, distracted by the vusted bek, | nged forward, seizing the heavy
ring of keys with deft hands loned from countless pexibus encounters. In the confusion, | drve
my shoulder info s chest, tppling him backward The second quard veached for Wis sword, but
| was svifter, slamming the iron door info lim, sending him sprawiing,

Without hesitation, | bolted down the snadowy corvidor, heart pounding, breatih shalw and urgent.
| found my confiscated saber and pishl discarded carelessly upon a stne bench, rechiming it
swittly with velief and a venewed surge of strengtn I was then, in the half i corridor, that |
heard two quards speaking in hushed but cruel wices:

“The white dived witth is fo be executed tonigit alongeidc the Forcigmr."

My blod turned to ice in my veins. Bell They had captured her, imprisoned hex, and vow
panned fo execute her angside myself. | hesitated but for & moment my own surival seeming
suddenly trivial compared o the thugit of bsing her. Ignoring my instincts of presexation, |
moved slently foward the sound of the quards' wices, my grip tightening armnd my saber's b

In seconds | veached anstier vow of cells, torchlignt dancing weakly upon iron bars. Peering
carefuly from the shadows, | saw her.. Bell, her white hir shimmexing exen in darkness,
wrists bound in cruel shackles. She stwd proud and defiant even now, her exes brigit with
quiet reslience.

| counted four quards, heaiy armored, weapins veady. Fear gripped me fiercely, but
determinaton vervode caution. Moing swiftly, | burst from hiding, blade whirling with practiced
precisin. The element of surprise granted me the intial adwantage; two quards fell ingtantly
beneatih my strikes, their armor offering scant protection from the ferocty of my desperation.

Pelas eyes widened in shock, her wiice breaking thrmgh the chws. “Theodore!

| could ot gpare breath for veply, ducking narvowly beneath a quards hneavy swing, striking
upward, feling him instantly The st opponent lunged recklessly, his movements driven by fear
vather Hhan ok, alowing me to parey easily and deliver a decisive blow.

| van owiftly fo Bela, keys vatting urgently as | unbcked her bindings. our eyes met briefly,
filed with ungpiken gratitude and tenderness.

"hre you hurt? | asked hurried.



‘ol my pride,' she veplied softly, a faint smile grusting upn her lips. *We must flee
immedistely. They wil ot hesttate fo call their sirceries upon us”

We mved quickly, nanigating corvidors Hhat twisted like veins beneath the catiedral, pursued
relentlessh by the echies of darms and frantic fwtsteps. Bela quided us foward an ancient
tunnel she had discvered ng before, hidden behind a tapestry whse threadbare edges
concedled 4 narrow stairwell descending further inbo the dark.

"Wil this lead us to safety® | whispered urgently as we mived swiftly down the passage.
"t leads to your vift!' she veplied firmy. Your only way home!

| hesttated, turning to her, desperation cobring my words. "Come with me. Leave this place
benind forever. Please”

Her expressin softened painfuly, eyes sorvowful and conficted. "I only it were that simpl,
Theodore.”

My heart clenched, knowing the futiity of further arqument. We pressed onward, the passage
eventualy opering info the open dir. Mead, shimmering faintly beneathh the bruised sky, hung
the vift between worlds, pulsating gently as if i sensed our approach

penind us vose shouts of fury, the baying cries of pursutt drawing near. We sprinted toward
estape, my grip tightening fierce upn her hand as we van

“Together,' | urged breathlessly, heart aching with hope. "We can veach it

We wved swiftly, quards appearing suddenly, blades and magic crackiing fiercey in their hands.
| spun desperately, blade vinging sharply, fignting them back step by step. k crack erupted
from my pistil a5 the Hhaumaturge ushered a bot of lighiving towards me.. in but 4 moment the
traumaturges head vanished from existence.. Bela mved with grace beside me, her ciurage
mafChing my own.

M bst, standing mere steps from the vift, we faced one andther, breath vagged and heavy,
elustion pressing upon us.

"ao vow' she urded, eyes shimmering with ewotion. “Your world awaits. | will folow”
| cannet leave yu' | pleaded fiercely



You must; she insisted firmly, placing her land tenderly upon my face. “Trust that we wil
meet again’

Tears blurred my visin as | vodded helplessy With a final strike, | broke free of combat,
linging desperately foward the vift, feeling its strange energies wrapping genty around me.

Put a5 | crossed the threshold into my world, | turned to gragp Bellas hand to pull her thnugh
with me but found ony empty dir. Her form shimmered briefly, her eyes sorrowtul yet resolute,
before vanishing entirely from view. The vift srapped st with tervible finalty, leaing me
dbone in the quiet countryside beneathh familiar stars.

"beld" | cried desperately int the silent vignt, wice breaking with grief. only the whispering
wind replied
| colapsed o my knees, the ache of bss verwhelming. The tervible veaization settled upon me

that she ad chosen my life over her own freedom, remaining behind in a world crueler than |
daved imagine.

Thugh it is now that | know her memory and our encounter would net be the bist to grace my
presence. This world fruly holds the most wondvous of mysteries and only ever ignites my
passion for adventure.

until then, | vemain ever fatitful to her memory

Lord Theadore Thomas Blackwood
Viscount, Explorer, and 4 man forexer changed by ve and loss



The Meldnanite Ruin

The Gobi stretthed befire me like an endless sepulcher, it winds whispering across dunes as
it carnying the wices of thise buried beneath them. For twenty two days we had marched
thrugh this sea of sand and stne, my evpedtion baftered by the relenfless sun by day and
bitten by cold winds at vignt. our goal, 4 forgetten Meldmante vuin buried in the heart of this
desilation, drew nearer with eath ewwusting step.

| ad first learned of this place in Vienns, hidden in a set of water damaged votes cipied from
an dder text, which described a bt city of the Meldwnites swalowed by the desert after what
wis orypticaly veferved to as The Last Aosembly of Flesh and Gear. Exen in vuins, Meldwnite
remnants were dangers. They had bng been feared for the fusion of bady and wachine, 4
grotesaue marviage of flesh and steel that pushed far beynd the natural order.

When at last we found i, | felt botih triumph and unease. The vuin lay half buried beneath
the sand, it entrance marked by a jpgged arch of blackened metal, inscriptions dong its base
amost completely worn away by centuries of wind It exuded sllence. Not the peace of
abandonment, but the silence of something waiting

We made camp nearby My men, Barlan our careful cartographer, Liu the hardened beal guide,
and two shic aborers, spike litle that evening. Conversation dwindled info auiet murmurs 45 the
nignt deepened. | found myself vestless, my thoughts deawn again and agin to the vuin, as if
simething called fo we.

| left camp under the fading ligit, climbing a nearby dune to survey the stte. The dir grew
unnaturaly il the usual hiss of desert wind faling into slence. And then | saw him

K solitary figure stood ot the crest of a distant dune, perfectly otill as it carved from shne. He
wais tal, encased in ancient black armor scarved by fime, bis form wrapped in a lng black
Chak that stivred faintly with the slightest breeze. His helm concealed his face entirely, but
two dim siver giimmers burned sifty where his eyes should have been. They were vof
veflections. They were steady, unblinking, as if they had stared upon the same world for lnger
tan it lad any vight o exit.



| approached cavefuly, my buts sinking digntly in the lose sand. e did vot move ntil | stood
o & few steps anay His presence wis verwnelming in a way | could vot explin. There
wis W sense of threat, yet | fek as thgh | stud before something far greater than myseff,
simething oder than the desext itcelf.

"aod exening,' | said, keeping my tone even and vespectful “You seem far from any
seftlement. Mignt | ack your name, or wWhat business brings yu to such a desolate place.”

He spike after a bng sllence, his wice deep and vesonant, carning the weight of cometiing
trat did vot belong to men. ‘Letington”

"Lord Theadore Thomas Blackwond, | veplied with a sigit bow of my head "Explrer and
naturalist, in senice of Queen Victoria I is vare to meet anther traveler in such an isolated
rcgion."

He gave a sound that wight have been a lugh, though there was o warmth in it. *Traveler. |
am o franeler. | am a winess'

"k witiiess fo what,' | asked, my curiosity sharpening,

Lexington turned his head toward the buried vuin, his chak shifting faintly *| watthed 4 great
battle here. Long agp, before your England evisted, before your empires vose and fell
Thousands fell Men and wachines, torn apart. The sand sk with their ding. Their streams
volled across this desext for days, and their blond van <0 deep the eartih drank t glady”

bis words were ot tinged with sorvow. They were vexerent, spoken with auiet admiation. "
grim memory 1o od onfo" | said carefully

"N beautiful one! he corvected “Death on such a scale is vare. Honest. I shows al things for
what they are. In that woment, there are o masks, o lies. only truth”

You speak of shugrter as thugh i were art)' | sdid, frowning siighty

't is" Levingfon veplied simply. bis wice carried o mdlice, vo excitement. I was the tone of
simeone describing the sunvice, inexitable and eternal "Ml things die. Ml things must die. Death
i ot tragedy I is law. And | will see it aggin, a5 | e seen it before. | luve eternity Time
cannot deny me what wil come!



There wis simething in the way he sad those words Hhat chilled me more than the desert
nignt. Etervity. I was ot a boast.  was fact, stated as casualy as a wan commenting on the
weather.

| studied him, unwilling to reveal how uncettled | felt. “You know what lies within the vuin |
acked.

Lexington inclined his head slightly, his gaze vever leing the half buried entrance. “They
ave vot all dead, Lord Blackwond. The Meldante machines. The bk born things. They il
remember Wit they were made for. I you dig fo deeply, yu wil wake them. They will kil yu
a5 they Killed for tnse who buit them'

"re you warning me to turn back" | asked

There wis 4 bng pause. Then his giNer eyes shimmered fainty as he spoke, almost amused
"No. Go forward Wake them. | wish to see if death here will be as beadtiful as it was before

| fek a chil despite the desert heat. His words carried vo threat, only 4 strange, almost sacred
anticipation. Yet | vdded poltely, forcing caim into my wice. “Then | thank you for your... counsel
Though | do vot share your enflusiasm for deati, | shall proceed carefully”

He turned sowly fo lok af me ful for the first time. Those sier glimmers seemed fo cafch
the fading lignt lice distant stars, steady and unblinking. ‘Proceed carefuly. Proceed quickly. I
makes o difference. Ml things end the same way'

Without anather word, he turned and began to walk away into the desert. bis black chak trailed
bevind him lie a shadow sipping across the sand. The dir stirved agpin, the desert wind
returning as it veleased from some quiet tension. | watthed him 9o until he anished info the
dunes.

When | veturned fo camp, my men were slent, sensing my unedse. | told them votiing of
Lexington, for | could not et place his words vor the strange feeling he ad left upon me.
But a5 | by avake benedth the stars, | could ot shake the weight of his presence, nor the
trougit that his words ad vot been a warning, but a promise.

When the first pale lignt of dawn crept wver the horizon, | vose before the dthers, staring at
the buried vun. Wiatever avited us within, | felt instinctively that Levington would be
watthing, samewnere unseen, waiting for the vuin to awaken.



The morning sun crept er the dunes, casting lng shadows across the alf buried vuin. We
set ot a5 the air began o warm, packs lden with vipes, binterns, and excavation fools. My
men worked with quiet determination, though | sensed an unspoken tension among them. None
daved wice it, but they fekt it tw, that stvange weignt in the div, a5 if the vuin irself watched
us.

| could vt banish Levington's words from my wind. His siNer eves lingered in my thoughts lie
the aftergow of distant lighiing, He ad spoken with such certainty, as it he diready knew
Wt avaited us inside. | glanced fo the surrunding dunes more than once, half expecting to
see that black clked fiqure standing and witing. i he was near, he kept himselt hidden.

The enfrance ywned before us like the mouth of some great beast, a pgged arch of metdl
and stne, the vemnants of Meldnite craft weathered by centuries. Strange digls efthed into
the frame lay worn and broken, their meaning bt to all but the few w il studied
Meldwnite design. | crouched to examine them, brushing sand from their edges. Some were
mechanical inscriptions | vecognized from prior vuing, but others were different, etthed
hurriedy, a5 i carved during some final desperate hour.

"Will it ol Parlan asked, glancing warily at the colapsed metal and stone survounding the
opening

"t has held for centuries, | veplied, my wice steadier than | fek. "t i means to fall, i wil do o0
whether we are cadtious or ot We proceed”

Liu it the first lintern, tts gow casting quivexing lignt info the blackness belw. We secured
vopes to the sturdier parts of the vuin and descended, one by one, into the buried shructure.
The dir changed quick as we bwered ourseNes deeper, the dry heat of the desert giing

way to 4 damp stilness tiat smelled faintly of vust and sometiing oldex, sometiing lice decayed
oll.

Our buts touched soid ground at bast. The chamber was wst, its walls lined with strange metal
conduits and the skeletal vemding of machines fused fo the very stne. Ancient Meldwnite
craftsmanchip was eerywhere, yet it fek different from other sites | had studied This place
had vet been buit for worship or for progress. t lad been builk for war.

We mved sbwly thrugh the vuin, linterns tironing shifting shadows across massive gears
beked in place by centuries of disuse. Strange metal arms lay seattered aong the Flor, some
twisted a5 if forn from larger machines during a great struggle. Muman bones were here as



wel, brittle and half turned to dust, some il locked in strange iron braces, a5 if fused with
the machines even in death.

Liu muttered auiet prayers as he walked, his wice trembling despite his attempts at cam.
Marlan sketohned feverishly, his usual precision faltering in the face of such verwhelming
history,

“This was 4 battlefield" Harln said finaly, his wice breaking the slence.

Yes' | veplied siftly "one that ended here, beneath the sand'

The further we went, the shranger the silence became. The dir carvied a faint um, almost
imperceptible, as it the very wals otil held life. | noted it but pressed onward, curiosty warving
with the uneasy weignt that pressed on my chest.

M last, we entered Wit appeared to be the central hall A great chamber opened before us,
its celing arching impossib high, supported by massive pillars carved with intricate Mekianite
patterns. In the center stod a cobssal circular platform, ts surface engraved with complex
designs that spiraled inward toward 4 single core.

“This must be the contval hub;' | muriured, stepping chser to ingpect .
The others vemdined back, their unedse deepening

| knek, brushing away sand and dust, veveaiing a series of symbils that seemed fo depict some
kind of activation sequence. The Mekanites were votorius for buiing traps into their
structures, yet my excitement oercame my caution. | veached to trace one of the etthed
patterns with my gined hand

The moment my ﬁngcrs tuched the centval engraing, the entive vuin seemed to awaken.

K bud metallc groan echoed through the chamber, reverberating deep info the walls. The Jum
| had wticed earlier grew buder, resonating thrugh the dr like the heartbeat of sme ancient
beast voused from slumber. Lignts embedded in the wals fickered to lite, casting everything in
a pde blue gow.

"My bord” Liu cried out, his wice cracking with fear. "Wihat huve yu done?



Pefore | culd answer, the fhor beneath the platform began to shift. Panels of ancient wetal
ground open, veleasing chuds of dust and stale div. From the darkness bebow, something began to
vise.

M first, | tought i was only machinery, periaps od gears shifting from the disturbance. But
then the dhapes stod upright.

Figures of metal, tal and humandd, began fo emerge, their forms a gritesque blend of gears,
pistons, and what looked unsettingly lice fosslized bone encased in metal plafing. Their heads
were featureless sme for two gowing siver slts where eyes might ave been. They moved
with jerky precisn a first, but as their systems awakened fuly, their mvements became
unneningly smootin

"Meldmnite conshructs,’ | whispered, stepping back shwly. “Golems!

one by one, they climbed onfo the platform, turning their gaze foward us with mechanical
precision. Their gowing eves flickered briefly, as if assessing us, and then they began fo
advance.

"Run" | commanded, drawing my saber with one hand and my pishl with the dther.

The constructs mved faster now, their heavy footfalls echoing across the Chamber. One vaised
an arm, its hand spliting apart info & whirving blade of jgged metal My men turned fo fiee,
but | stood fivrm, ﬁring the first chot.

The pishl voared, the gpecialy crafted bullet bending reality st enough o plerce the
Creature's plating. Sparks evupted, gears snapping as the conshruct foppled, but two more ook
its place immediately.

My heart prunded There was o chiice but o fight, and fight hard, it we were o leave this
place dive.

The first construct collpsed in a shower of sparks, its chest plate shattered where my bullet
shruck true. The echo of the gt villed tirmgh the chamber, but the sund of heavy metal
fotcteps quickl drowned i out. Two more conshructs advanced with deliberate precision, their
mvements smth now, their siver it eyes fived enfirely on us.

"Mve," | called fo my men. ‘Get to the surface. Now!



Warlan hestated, sketthbok clutched uselessly in one land, but Liu seized s arm, dragging
him toward the vope we hd left secured near the entrance. The two bbrers were diready
sorambling up i, panic lending them speed

| thumbed the breach of my voling block pistil open, the hot casing dropping to the foor with 4
sharp metdlic ving. My hands mived quickly, almost by ingfinct, puling another cartridge from
the pouch at my bek. | old it in, snapped the breach chsed, and fired agoin before the first
construct could bring s blade down upon me.

The st shruck its shouder pint, shattering gears and forting the massive arm to lang
uselessly But it kept moving, lunging with its other arm. | ducked under ts swing, drawing my
saber in 4 single smutih metion. The blade gleamed in the pale blue lignt a5 | drove it hard into
the exposed gap of it neck, twisting sharply until the head tore free in a shower of sparks.

The construct staggered once before colapsing

The second lunged ot me, moing faster than | expected for tts size. | tried fo fire, but the
pistils breach was empty, otil open from my st vebad | vaised a pgged blade of whirving
metal foward me, the div whining a5 it spun.

| stepped sideways ot the last second, feeling the blade tear through the edge of my cost. My
siber caugt the strike on the fat of its blade, sparks fhing as metal scraped agpingt metal
The forte nearly fore the weapon from my hand, but | held firm, pivfing behind the construct
ss it overextended

The weak point was at the back, where tts plating did ot fuly seal | shruck hard and clean,
driving my saber deep between its spine-iike pistons. It conwlsed once before colapsing in a
hedp, tts glwing siNer eyes fading to black

The chamber, however, bcgm fo tremble.

More panels shifted armnd the edges of the platform, ancient gears grinding to life after
centuries of stilness. Shapes began o vise again, vot two, et three, but sit, each stepping
forward in perfect vinfim. Their mvements were smther, faster, as it wiatexer infeligence
controlled them was learning

| vebaded with practiced speed, siding andther cartridge info the voling block pishl But | knew
exen 4s | shapped the breach shut that it of them were more than | could lope to stop
done.



'Up the vope, Liu shouted from above. His wice echoed sharply across the Chamber.

| glanced back, seeing my men halfway fo the surface, their faces pale in the antern lignt
dbwve. | ad 1o old them off, just bng enugh for the others to escape.

| steadied wy breath, vaising my pishl carefuly | fired, the st vinging ot sharply. one of the
advancing consteucts jerked as the bullet slimmed info its knee pinf, sending it crashing to the
ground. But five kept coming,

The breath shapped open again with a click. My hand moved automatically, another cartridge
siding vome. | fired, another went down. But the time it took to vebad was tw great. Three
reached me before | could veady the net st

The first swung it blade arm downward, but | caugit i on the quard of my saber, letting its
weight slde past a5 | stepped in Chse. My blade drove info its chest plate, wedging between
gears. | twisted hard, tearing them free in a streech of grinding metal The conshruct
spasmed and fel, but the next was dveady behind me.

| turned just in time, ducking beneati tts strike. My bt slammed into its pinted leg, forcing it
off balance. With 4 single smutin mation | wrenched iy saber upward, slicing inbo it exposed
neck. ks head spit free with a burst of sparks,

The st one charged me, tts arms both blades, ming faster than the others. I swung with
brutal precision, forcing me backward toward the vope. My saber caught its first stvike, but the
second carved a shalow line across my side, het pain boming as it grazed flesh. | ignored
stepping in chse before it could swing again.

My empty pistil became a weapon of its own as | simmed the heawy steel frame inb its eye
sit, denting the plating. Then, with a final strike, | drve my saber thrugh its core, twisting
until tts siver-it gaze fickered and died

The chamber fell slent once wore, save for the lum of distant machinery il stirring
simewhere in the vuin. More would come. | could fee! i.

"Climb, my lord” Liu called urgently from above. "Now’

| loked up, seeing their faces lined with fear, their hands outstretched to pull me up once |
veathed the vope.



With one st glance back ot the vuined constructs littering the for, | grabbed the vipe and
began to climb. My arms burnied with the effort, but | moved quickly, refusing to ok down. The
moment my buts cleared the lip of the entrance, Liu and the others dragged me onfo the
surface.

The desert sun binded me for a moment, havsh after the cod blue ligt bebw. We: colpsed
onto the sand, breathing heaiy

Then | fekt i, et strange dllence faling agin. | turned my head foward the dunes, and there
he was.

Lexington std evactl where he ad been the vight before, siver eyes watthing us from
the distance. He dd ot mve, but | fekt his gaze settle in we like a weight.

He lad sdid he wished 1o see if death here would be as beadtiful as before. Periaps it had
been, in his eyes. Periaps it always would be.

When | blinked, he was gone.

We packed quickly, leming the wuin o its sllence. | said vothing of Letington fo the others.
What words could | offer?

hs we vode back across the endless sands, the memory of thuse diNer eves lingered with me,
cold and patient. We Il eterity. He would see this appen agin. And perivps, deep down, |
knew he wanted to.

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Vistount, Naturalist, and Bearer of the Ticking Machines



The Jaded Lion

| lve always believed that curiosity is both the highest irtue of a nafuralist and the surest
path fo destruction. I | vequired proof of this belief, | need only vecount the events that began
0 & auiet spring morning in London when | veceived a seded letter bearing the Gueen's own
crest.

The summons was brief but urgent. Her Majesty requested my immediate presence at
Buckingnam, and thugh v explanation was written, | understond at once that it could vt be
igrored. By the folwing worning, | was standing before her private chamber, the lefter
clutthed in my hand as | was estorfed inside.

Gueen Vichria greeted me vot with pleasantries, but with the sllemn gravity | hud come fo
recogpize in her vare persinal requests.

"Lord Blackwond! she began, her wice as firm as exer, “pu are 1o undertake 4 watter of
coniderable importance to the Crown. K velic s been brougit o my attention. | is said to
rest in a vemte province of Ching, hidlen away for centuries. The bedls chaim it carvies a
curse, but whether this is supexstition or sometiing more, | trust only you fo discover the trutia”

| am gt your senice, Your Majesty' | veplied, bowing sligntly. “Wiat mannex of velic is i, if |
may ack'

Mer eyes nanowed, her hands clagping before her. 't is an artifact of jde, shaped in the
liceness of 4 lon's head The Qing court dismissed it as an o wives' tale centuries agp, yet
thoce who lave attempted fo veme it ave met untimely deaths. s veputation s spread
beynd China's borders, and | wil ot see such an object fall into the hands of foreign collectors.
| want it here, secured and studied"

| inclined my head “Then t shall be done. | wil vecover this velic, or at the very least learn
tne truth of its legend”

k brief omile fickered across her face, one of auiet trust. "I lonew you would vot fail me,
Thesdore. You leave as son as yu are able!

And 5o my fate was sedled with that single comversation.



By the folowing evening, preparations were dready under way. | had traveled to distant lands
countless times before, but | could vot deny a particular heminess in my heart as | veadied my
equipment. Periaps it was the nature of this task, or perhaps it was simething deeper, 4
auiet voice Whispering that this purviey would cost me more than | vedized

Deeds entered the study as | packed my pishl and saber, his usual cam veplaced by sometining
far wore troubled

You ave going, then,' he said flatly.

| am | veplied, glancing up from the leather satthel | was filing with maps, purnals, and
cartridges.

Deeds frowned deeply, adusting the cuffs of his immaculate picket. "China is ot like the dtier
places yu have Nisted. s istory vuns deep, oder than the foundations of our own world. You
wil find vo ordinary superstitions there. | e vead what litle there is 1o vead of Hhat velc.
Men wh sugnt it were vob only killed, they were.. changed”

| vaised an exebrow. "Chmgod? How 50"

He hesttated, which for Deeds was unusual. *“Their bidies were found days after they aniched,
untouched by animals, unfouched exen by decay, but their faces." He traled off, shaking his
head. "I will vot say I is ot my place to speak of such things when | cannot confivm them as
brutih. But | would beqg you, sir, o consider leaing this one be!

“You kow | cannot vefuse the Queen,' | sad quietly

Deeds loked at me then, his usual shic mask siipping just enough for his concern fo show.
“Then af least promise we this, sir. Promice me you wil come back”

| omiled faintly, though | suspect the sadness in it dd vt escape him. “You b kept my house
in perfect order trugh every fuls ervand | e undertaken, Deeds. | would vt leave you
with the frouble of finding a new master. | promise, | wil return’

He gae a curt vod, though his expression vemained grave.

That evening | left London, traveling first by train, then by ship, bound for Hong ong. From
there | intended to make my way inland toward the priince where the jade lion was sdid to
rest. The purney stretthed on for weeks, each day a shw march toward fhe unknown.



Chin ttself was a land of contrasts. Busting ports alive with voise and coor gave way to qiet
countryside where ancient traditons otill held sway M every shp, | inguired discreetly abwt the
velic, speaking in the native tongue, which | ad studied years before. My fluency earned me
cotious vespedt, g it dd not ease the sugpicion my foreign appearance ingpired. Most
vefused to discuss the velc at dl, sme groning pdle at the mention of its name, as if even
speaking of t invted misfortune.

M last, in & small mountain ilage tucked deep within a forest of grarled cypress trees, | found
simeone wiling fo speak. hn elderly man, his back bent with age, approached me as | vested
near the edge of the illage. Hs eyes were sharp despite his years.

You seek the ln he sad simply, speaking in his native tongue. His tone carvied o curiosity,
onl auiet vesignation.

| answered in the same lnguage. "I do. | ave been tild it lies near this province!

The od wan spat on the ground, shaking his head “You sould turn back. That thing is ot
meant for men to tuch. I carvies the anger of those W carved i They were ot men who
proyed o merciful gods.  was wade for a curse, and it g ot forgptten ts purpose!”

"Where is it kept! | asked

The od man loked af me for a bng time before sighing heaily. ‘Folow the patih into the
mountaing until the trees grow tw thick for sunlignt to pass tirmghn You wil find stne steps
there, carved bng agp. But do vt take them. Not unless you are prepared t pay the price!

He left me with that warving, disappearing info the crowd before | could ask wore.

| set out the next worving, my pack sng wer my shouder, the famiiar weignt of my pistil ot
my hip and my sabex across my back. The dir grew calder 45 | climbed higher info the
mountaing, wist curling between the dark trees. Each step seemed fo carry me further from
the world | knew and deeper into samething dder, stranger, and far less forgiing,

By exering, | found wat the od man had spoken of.

The forest thickened until only faint strands of sunlight plerced the cangpy Mass clung to
ancient shines, and there, half buried in voots, were the first of the steps, narvow and steep,
climbing into darioness.



| stowd for & ng whie, staring o them, feeling the weignt of the dlence pressing in from al
sides. There was o sund of birds, no whisper of wind, only the quiet expectation of something
waing.

| fightened my grip on the hit of my saber and began o climb.

The stine steps vise steeply, swalowed by tangled voots and dvaped in miss that gistened
faintly in the cod wist. Each step creaked fainty under my weight, ot from wealness, but as
though something deeper within the stnes themseles pratested my ascent. The slence was
absilute. No birds sang. No insects stirved The forest felt as if it had been emptied of life
bng agp, leaing only me to trespass upon its forgotten ground

The climb was bng and avduus, winding sharply between jpgaed bauders and ancient cypress
frees whse trunks tvisted unnaturally, a5 though veciiing from the patih The wist thickened
the higher | climbed until the world seemed reduced fo litle more than stone, moss, and shadow.

M last, the steps ended, opening to a terrace of carved stone walf consumed by the forest.
Before me vose the temple.

b stood quiet and forgptten, yet there was a strange perfection to i, as if time itcelf feared fo
touch . The wals were hewn from pale shne, efthed with curling patterns of clouds and
coling beasts, and ts voof curved upward lie the horns of sime great creature. Statues of
ons lined the outer edge, their faces worn siath, their mutihs frozen in snarling grimaces.

| stepped forward cautiusly, bintern held high The dir grew coder as | approached, the scent
of damp stone mingling with something faintly metalic, lice the tang of bl lng since dried My
bwts echoed softly aguinst the tervace stnes, a sund far tm lud in the oppressive slence.

The enfrance b the temple lomed anead, framed by two great pilars carved with coiing
dragns. Their stne eyes seemed 1o folow me as | passed between them.

Inside, the lignt from my lantern flickered against walls lined with faded murdls. They depicted
men kneeiing before a pde lon, their faces twisted in anguish, while abive them bomed 4
figure with many arms, each hand Wokding 4 ditferent weapon. Though the paint 1wd faded, the
avtihry vemained iid enough fo stir unease in me.

| mved deeper into the temple, the foor beneath my bots littered with falen leaves carried
by ears of wind slipping thvough cracks in the k. The further | went, the hemier the dir
became, thick with a stilliess that pressed agginst my chest.



M last, | reached the inner sanctum.

The chamber was Circular, its walls canved with endess vows of inseriptions oo worn fo fully
decipher. In the center of the vom sat a stne pedestal Resting upon it was the velic itself

The pde lon was larger than | expected, its surface smuth and polished despite ts age. s
exes were inset with sametiing davker than pde, a stne <0 black it seemed to drink in the
light of my lantern. ks wouth curled into 4 slent snarl, teeth sharp and finely carved, and for 4
fleeting moment | fekt as if it were wafthing me.

| approschned carefull, every instinct warning me fo stp. Yet | pressed onward, compelled by
equal parts duty and curiosity. | knelt sightly to examine the pedesta, wting the faint grones
avound its base. They were tw delberate to be decorative. They lked like channels, designed
to catth and ol liguid.

K vitual dexice, periups. Or something far worse.

| veached info my pack, puling free my purnal to begin sketehing the velie. The moment my
pencil touched the paper, the dir shifted

The temperature drpped sharply, the lntern's flame fickering weakdy as i gagping for aiv.
The slence deepened urtil exen my own breath sunded too loud

Then | heard i,

K whispex, faint and vasping, curing tirwgh the chamber thugh o wind stirved. | could ot
undevstand the words, but the fone was unmistakable. t was anger.

| straigntencd immediately, my hand faling instinctively fo the Wik of my saber. The jade lion
vemained sl upon tts pedestal, yet tts black stne eyes seemed to gleam faintly in the intern
lignt, veflecting me in 4 way that fel wrong. My reflection did vot move quite a5 | did

The whisper grew buder, rising and faling as though circling me. t was vot 4 gingle wice but
many, lyered and dissonant, speaking in the vative tongue 5o quick the words blended
fgether. | caugit only fragments, curses too od to fully transhate, but one phrase vepeated

aqpin and agpin.
Do vt touch



| swalowed the instinct o veply abud, forcing my wind to steady My jurnal vemained in my
hand, but | chsed it swly, siding i back info my pack.

| stepped back cadtiushy, stud\ing the pedestal for any gign of a mechaniom. | the curse was
net superstition, it might be bound to some device, sime trigger that would unleash whatever ud
killed those who came before me.

Put the whispering stipped
The dlence that followed was worse than the sund
Something moved in the shadows abng the wall

| turned sharply, lantern vaised high M first | saw votiing, but then | caught the faintest
suggestion of woton a figure crouched near the far end of the chamber.  was uman saped,
but wrong, its limbs tw thin, its head twisted slignty to one side as i broken.

It wved again, jerking unnaturall as it crawled chser, its face catching the dim light
| froze.
The od man's warning returned to me in tihat instant.

The figure's face was vot decayed, ot vofted, but frozen in an expression of pure tervr, its
eyes Wde and its mouth stvetthed as it caugnt in a scream it could viever finish. s okin was
pdle, dmst waren, and tts fingers clawed weakdy ot the stne a5 t dragged teelf forward

There was o life in its movements, o mind behind its gze. t wais only a thing, il cursed to
move bng after deatih

Another shape dtirved benind it. Then anther.
The chamber was no Iongcr slent.
Something was waking,

| tigntened my grip on the Wit of my saber, my other hand diveady veaching for my pishl
Whatever lay anead, it was Clear that leaing this place auietly was vo bnger an option.

The first of the cursed things dragged itselt fuly info the circle of lantern light, its pale limbs
soraping acriss the stne with 4 dry vagp that st my feeth on edge. s face, frozen in tat



eternal mask of tervor, veflected the faint gow of the lantern, its unblinking eves glassy and
lifeless. Yet it moved, inch by inch, as though some unseen force pulled it forward

The whispering began again, lbuder vow, no bnger 4 distant murmur but a chorus of many
wices speaking in harsh, broken fragments of the wative tonque. The words wverlapped, hissing
and vising until they filed the chamber. | caugnt pieces only by listening caretuly thnough the
Chaos.

‘Leave it. Leae .. Do vot.. touch."

The thing lurched clser, its arms jerking unnaturaly as thwgh the pints o bnger bent
pripery. | stepped back sowly, my free hand veaching to open the breach of my voling block
pistil. My fingers moved quickly, pulling a cartridge from my bek pouch and sliding i info the
Chamber with a4 wetalic click.

Another ﬁgurc emerged from the darkness. Then andther.

They cranled dong the foor, some moning on lands and knees, others dragging themsehes by
their arms a5 though their legs o bnger worked M bore the same wask of horvor, their
moths shrefched wide, their skin pale and wat lice. Their clthing was old, worn in styles bng
forgptten, many of them clearly the vemains of past explrers wo Il sugit the velic.

"ack! | said aloud, though the words were more for myself than for them

one of the cursed lurched suddenly into 4 clumsy sprint, its bady jerking with exery step. |
vaised the pish, sighting the center of it chest, and fired

The crack of the shit voared thrugh the chamber, echiing against the stne wals. The bullet
struck true, the thing colapsing instantly in a heap, yet it made o sound. No scream, o gasp,
ol slence as its limbs twitthed once and lay dfill

| opened the breach agpin, the empty casing ejecting with 4 soft metallc ping as | quickly sid
anither cartridge int place. The otiers dd ot hestate.

Three more surged forward af once, their mements otitf but faster vow, as if the curse
ttoelf urged them fo overwhelm me. | backed foward the pedestal, vaising my sabex in my other
han,



The first lunged | met it with a clean strike, the saber cufting thvugh it neck with
surprising edse. s head toppled o the flor, viling to vest ot the base of the jpde lin, its
Qassy eyes staring blankly upward. The by colapsed, twitthing once before ging ol

The second grabbed ot me, tts cold fingers cluching my coat. | slammed the pistils barrel
aqpingt ts temple and fired, the oot cracking its skull apart in a spray of shattered bine.
The vetll pled up my arm, but | kept my foting, shning the budy aside a5 it fell

The third came from the side, catthing we before | could vebad s hands clutched at iy arm,
puling we toward its face, that tervible frozen expressin inches from mine. ts ees did vot
blink, but there wis simetiing within them, a faint gimmer of mNement deep inside, as though
simething loked back at we thnough thse dead orbs.

With 4 sharp pul | twisted my arm free and brougnt the saber down hard across its shoulder,
cufting deep enough t sever the pint. The arm fel, and | finished the strike with 4 tirust
shrdigit thrmgh ts chest. t fell silently, collapsing beside the others.

The Whispering grew budex, vising in pitth unil i became almost unbearable. The chamber
trembled, the murds abng the walls seeming fo shimmer faintly in the lntern light a5 if diie.
More shapes dtirved in the darkness, fo many fo count, crawiing, dragging themsehes forward

For & brief moment | glnced to the pedestal The jde lon sat unimved, et the black stones
of its eyes gleamed brigiter vow, catthing the lignt unnaturaly. The groves o ts base
glistened faintly as if something wet d bequn to fill them.

| vebaded the pistil quickly, the single cartvidge sliding into place as | snapped the breach shut.
My breathh came heavy, my heart pounding against my vibs.

There were oo many fo ﬁgln’r one by one.

| stepped back toward the pedesta, my back vear twuching i, saber vaised defensively as the
cursed dead moved Chser in a sbw tightening circle. Their glassy exes all stared ot me,
unblinking, their wouths frozen open in Hhat same glent scream

The whispering changed No bnger warnings. Now it sounded like chanting. The words came
Clearer, sower, almost vinythmic.

" Join us



The cursed things shpped their adance. They knekt suddenly as one, their stiff limbs bending
unnaturaly, their faces dill beked in orvor as they bwered their heads fo the foor. The
whispering fell into glence, leming only the sound of my breatiing in the il air.

Then, very sowly, the jde ln's black eyes hifted
| fek ts gaze settle upn me.

For & gingle dreadful instant, | could vot move, caugit by that strange, heawy pul, a5 if the reiic
ttoelf were weighing iy very sl My reflection stared back at me in the pished jade, but it
wis ot quite vight. ts moth moved signtly when wine dd vt

The Cursed ﬁgurce litted their heads as one, their lifeless eyes beking onto me. Their moutis
tpened wider, impossibly wide, skin stretehing until cracks formed ot the edges.

| knew then that standing my ground meant deatin

With a sharp turn, | brike for the entrance, firing once info the nearest cursed thing as it
linged again. The shot tore thrugh its head, but the others gme chase instantly, their ofift
movements quickening unnaturaly as it the temple tself pushed them forward

The chamber shuk now, dust vaining from the ceiing as | sprinted back thrgh the Wl
bntern swinging wid in my hand The wurals seemed to twist in the flickering lignt, their
painted fiqures mning 4 i dive, moths whispexing as | passed

The cursed folowed, their glent pursut broken only by the straping of their hands and feet
wgpinst shone.

| cud see the faint lignt of the entrance anead
i 1 was to sunive, | had to veach it.

The cld air from the entrance brushed against wy face a5 | gprinted toward the tervace,
eath step eching against the ancient stne. The cursed things straped across the Flor
bevind me, their dfift limbs pounding againgt the walls in uneven vintim. The whispering had
returned, now o bnger warning me 1o leave but urging them forward.  was o bnger many
wices but one, deep and holow, speaking thnough their mouths in unison.

"ﬁrimg him back"



The words made the ery wals vibrate.

| van harder, my bots stviking the moss slick stones, lantexn swinging widy in one lhand, my
saber veady in the other. My pishl was empty, its breach open, but | daved vot velad while
running

hs | veached the entrance chamber, one of the cursed drpped from abive, landing on all fours
betore me lice sime grotesaue animal. trs face twisted toward me, its w shretthing wide
enugh that its skin cracked, thin viwlets of bl diding down its chin.

| shruck before i could vise. My saber swept across its neck, the blade cutfing thnough in one
Clean wation. The budy twitched and fell aside, but wore poured into the chamber, crawiing abng
the wals, dragging themseles from the shadows.

| vebaded the pistil quickly, snapping the breach csed and firing at the nearest one. The
snot fore thvough its skul, thvowing it back info the wal, but the others kept coming,

My breath came fast and sharp a5 | backed toward the tervace steps. f they caugit me
here, in the narvow ball, | would not surive.

| veached the open tervace at st the forest wist curiing around the ancient stne lons that
lined the edge. The cursed things folowed, stepping into the faint grey light. Their pale
waken skin loked almost luminous in the mist, their faces bcked in that same frozen fervor,
though vow their movements grew faster, more fluid, as thwugh the velic lent them shrengthn
the bnger | remained

One leapt at me. | stepped aside, sushing acruss its chest, the saber biting thnugh chthh and
flesh betore catthing aguinst sametiing hnard beneath its skin bine or periaps simething
worse. It fell, twitching, but another lunged immediately after, its fingers clawing at my shoulder.
| shved it back with my b, my pishl swinging toward i, and fired

The bst vound in my pistol eched across the tervace, throwing the thing backward,

| shapped the breach open aguin, siding andther cartridge home with trembing fingers. | hwd
only & handhul left

The cursed began to dow then, circing me vather Han vushing forward Their heads fitted
unnaturaly, mning in perfect unisin as they turmed to ok bekind me.



| fek the weignt before | tured, as it sometiing far larger than them I stepped info the
tervace.

The air grew heavy
The jade lon sat upn the fervace ow.

| knew i hwd vot been there when | entered the temple, yet it vested upon a shine pedestal
near the edge as thugh it had always been waiting. s black shine eyes glimmered faintly in
the mist, veflecting me perfectly this fime, every mtion exact. ts cared mouthh curled into 4
snarl, and | fek ts gaze press inb me like a hand upon my chest.

The cursed things knek sbwly, bowing toward i
The Whisper veturned, now clear and commanding,
Take '

| hesitated, saber otill veady, my pishl vaised sligntly toward the velic. My instincts screamed to
leave 1t where i oat, but the Gueen's request weighed heawy upon me.

Mnd peraps, more Hhan duty, there was a deeper, more dangerous Curiosity,

| stepped forward cautiously, each movement shw, my buts crunching softly against the tervace
stones. The cursed things dd vot move, their glissy eyes folwing me as | approached the pde
low.

When | stwd before I, | could feel something vadisting from i, vot heat, vot cold, but a
pressure tat filed the dir like a storm abut to break. trs black stine eyes seemed dive,
watthing e, udging we.

| veached out.
The woment iy fingers twuched the pde, the whispering ceased

The cursed things froze, their budies beking in place. The tervace fell uiterly slent, the wist
hanging otil as it time treelt had shpped

For & heartbeat, | thought perivps the danger had passed



Then the pde ln's black eyes flared, ot with light but with an unnatural depth, as if | stared
into & vast emptiness. The pressure grew hemdier, pushing against my chest, pressing on my
mind, a5 if the velic tself were fryjing fo lok Hhrough me.

| gripped 1 tigntly forcing my hands fo stay steady “You will ot huve me,' | said aloud, wice firm
despite the growing weigit.

The pressure lessened, just slightly as it the velic hesitated

Then, with one final pulse of that strange, suffocating weigit, the jde lon dfilled

The cursed things bwered their heads further, biwing until their foreheads touched the stne.
Their mnements shwed, then shipped entively. Their limbs stiffened, their faces dfill beked in
trose masks of tervor. One by one, they foppled over, lifeless at last, their forms once agein 4
stil as corpses should be.

The wist dtirred as a breeze passed across the tervace for the first time since | arvived

| placed the jade lon info my pack, securing it carefuly. The whispering dd vt vefurn, but |

felt the weight of its gaze even a5 | turned to leave, 45 if it watthed from within the pack,
waing.

The Cimb down the stine steps was bng and ouiet. The forest o binger felt quite a5 heavy,
though | kept my saber in and and wy pistil baded

Py the time | veached the edge of the wountain, the mist had thinned, the sunlight faintly
plerting the canpy. The vilage below loked alimost welcoming after the lorvors abive.

Yet even 4s | descended, | could ot shake the feeling that the curse was ot broken.
The jde lin fel warm againt my back, as thugh i ol breatined

The purney back fo London fekt bnger than any expedtion | had faken before. Though the
path home was unexentful, the weight of the pde ln in my pack was constant. s surface
hever agpin stirved with fhat strange warmth, yet | often caught myself glancing 4t i in the
dim corviers of my cabin on the ship, haif-etpecting tinse black shine eyes fo shift. By the
time | set fook once wore on Engich sol, | was glad for the familar chill of the London o



The Queen veteived me in a privafe study, smaller and far less formal than the grand s
where | had met her before. The jde lon sat upon a table between us, the morning lignt
catcning fainty abng tts polished surface.

You bne done wel, Lord Blackwoud! she said, her tone carrying botin velief and something
auieter, almst admivation. “The velic is exactly as deseribed in the vecords. | trust yu
encountered difficulty”

| dlowed myself a brief, measured omile. *Difficulty is vt uncommon in these matters, Your
Maiesty. The beals gpoke of a curse, and | found their warnings to be.. ot entively without
mevit

She studied me carefuly, her sharp eves searching for any hint of falsehond. "hnd yet you
return unharimed, and with the relic secured”

| incined my head slightly. "I am fortunate, periaps undeseringly <. Others who sgit it were
ot 0 hucky’

The Queen vested her hands on the table, her gaze turning brief to the jade lon. “The
order wil be most thankful for this,' che sdid, almost a5 an aside. "5 study wil advance
knowledge far beyond wiat most can imagine. And periaps tts.. unique qualiies may prove
useful in time.”

“The Order;’ | vepeated, watthing her expression carefuly

her Maiestys face vemained compsed, betraying votiing wore. “You have done your duty, Lord
Plackwond England owes you andtiner debt, though | know you will vefuse to count them. You may
rest vow, if yu wish Leave the velic to us!

| gmie & formal bow. "hs dways, | am at yur senice.”
She dlwed herselt the smallest of smiles. “ndeed, yu are. Well done, Theadore.”

Py the fime | veturned fo my estate, the famiiar quiet of home ek almost foreign. Deeds was

witing for me at the door, standing perfectly otil in the entryway as though he had vot moved
brom that spot since | had left. bis eyes flicked wer me quickly, taking in every deta, lingering
briefly on the faint tear in my cost where a cursed hand had once grasped me.



You ave dive,' he sdid, is tone as flat a5 exer, tugh there was the faintest trace of velief
behind i

| am | veplied, setting my pack down beside the door. “Though i was vot for lack of things
trying otherwise.”

Deeds gme a short nod, stepping forward to take my coat. “The Queen received the veli!

"She did | sad, osening the strap of my saber. *She seemed st pleased She ol me the
Order would be thankful*

M that, Deeds paused for the briefest moment, his hands hokling the coat fill “The Order,’ he
vepedted sowly, as i weighing the word “Then | suspect the jde lon wil ot vemain ide for
long

"Nor do | | veplied, bwering myself info the nearest chir. 'l huve done what was asked. Winat
comes of i is o bnger mine to control”

Deeds studied me a moment bnger before placing the coat neatly wer his arm. "You promised
yu would veturn,' he sdid simply

| loked up ot bim, alowing a faint smile to tug at wy lips despite the weignt that lingered in
my chest. "hnd o0 | hane. For ow”

Deeds inclined his head signtly, i usual wask of composure settiing firmy back into place.
“Then | shll see to dinner. You ok as though you could use something warm”

hs he moved toward the Kifchens, | sat abne for a woment in the quiet of my study, listening fo
the st ticking of the chek on the mantle. The jade lon wais gone from my possession, et |
could fil feel its presence, as thugh it wafthed me from somewnere unseen.

Deeds was vight. The velic would ot vemain ide for g

And thugh | nad done wy duty, | could ot help but wander it bringing it back 1nad been the
greatest mistake of my life.

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Viscount, Naturalist, and Lion Tamer



The Koyal Gala

#Note: This one i something fo remember, periaps It could be of use when | sef o

The vain had seftled info a steady vinytim aguinst the windows of my study a quiet percussion
tat suited the moud of the evening. Deeds moved sundess in the background, tending to the
fire, while | sat af my desk vexiewing my jurnas from the cursed lon atfaiv. My pen hiered
wer the page, but my mind wis elsewnere, vestless in fhat way it often grew after returning
from some distant corner of the world

tr was then that the knock came.
Three deliberate vaps at the front door.

Deeds, exer the iglant caretaker, mved fo answer i | heard the sund of hinges creaking,
then his coft, measured ftsteps veturning. When he entered the study, he held something in
his gved hand, 4 letter, od and yelowed, its edges curiing as tough i had been sedled for
centuries.

“This arvived for yu, sir,' he said, oﬁcring it to me with the same serisness he mignt atford
4 Weapon.

| frowned, taking the letter carefuly The paper fekt oder than anytiing that should luve
been circulating in the post, brittle and dry fo the tuch. The seal was stamped in black way,
bearing an unfamilar sigl, a three printed cronn abve a bng vertical line, the symbal
survounded by curing shapes | could vot immediately place.

| looked o Deeds. "Who delivered this.

"o one,' he veplied camly "t was on the doorstep. No prints in the wud, o sign of anyone
hear the gates. | have checked twice!

| broke the sed, siding the folded parciment free. The ink was deep and vich, as it freshly
written, but the handwriting was elegant in a way bng out of fashion, thin sweeping lines,
every curve deliberate, as though written by simene who til valued the artistry of soript.



t vead:
“To Lord Theadore Thomas Blackwood Viscount and Naturalist of Esteemed Reputation

You are cordaly invted to affend a Royl Gain af the Court of His Maesty The Harnged King,
Your presence s been requested in the spirit of celebratin, learning, and great
conversation. I is promised you wil find among our esteemed quests those of sinqular talent and
curivsity, whose company is most worthy of your regard

The gaa shll begin upon your arvival Bring only yourself. Proper affive shal be provided
Simply accept, and the way shall be mage clear fo you'

There wis o signature, only the sigil pressed again into the bottom of the parchment, the
same three pointed Crown.

| vead it twice more before placing it carefuly on the desk
“The Hanged ing,' | sdid softly. "Mn unusual name for a wonarch, is it vot!

Deeds sdid vothing, but | could see the disapprowl in Wi eves. He stepped chser, regarding the
letter with that same andlffical stare he gave to anything that struck him a5 particularky fodlish
o dangerous.

You cannit be considexing this, sir,' he said finaly "Winexer left this had means of entering
the grounds unseen, and they speak of a king o one in Londn has heard of. There is o
counttry by that name on any proper map!

| am well aware of Hhat) | vepied, leaning back in my chir. "Which makes it al the more
Cuvious.

"Curinsity Wil be the end of yu one day' Deeds said, his wice bw.
"Perivps) | sad, omiling faintly. "put i has carvied we this far:

Veeds foded his hands behind his back, watthing me chsely. "hnd how, pray, do you intend to
attend such a gaa, giv. There is o address. No inshructions. Nothing but that... suggestion”



| picked up the lefter again, stuling the precise curling script. 't says the way wil be made
clear it | accept!

Deeds vaised an exebrow. "Wd you would simply accept without knowing where you are fo be
taken, or by whom'

| set the lefter down and met his gaze evenly. " | knew how fo veach this place, | would g
without hesttation. There i something to be learned here, Deeds. Something most unusual if vot
extrardinary”

is lips pressed into a thin line, his disapproval growing more apparent by the second “Then
Yu mean to g’

| ' | caid quiety. "But only if the way presents itself. until then, we it

Deeds gmie a short vod, though his expressin vemained grim. Nery well, sir. But if you vanich
into thin air, do try fo veturn before dinner.  would be most inconvenient fo veorg." the air
shifted The candelignt stretthed unnaturaly bng, shwdows bending as though drawn foward the
letter. Deeds ok a step forward, his composure cracking for only 4 moment as the parciment
trembled.

"Gir! he sid sharply, but before e could veach me, the seal broke on its own. Black mist
curled from the letter, spiling across the desk like ink in water.

| fek the foor fit beneathh me, my budy pulled forward Deeds moved as if to grab my arm, but
his hand stipped short, fingers brughing ony empty air.

The study aniched

| stood vow upon plished marble, deep wine in coor and st as glass, surrunded by towering
wails draped in sk that shimmered unnaturaly, as though dive. The scent of strange incense
hung thick in the dir, sweet but cying, and the sound of soft music drifted through the
beadiful yet wrong. Beneath the meldy were faint cries, muffled and distant, woven info the
music 50 perfect they might have been wistaken for part of the song it ot for the despair
in them.

k wast Wl stretched before me, filed with masked ﬁgurce W danced in sbw, elegant circles.
Their mwements were graceful but carvied an unnafural precision, 4s it they folowed some
rithm o human ear could hear. Every face was hidden behind a mack, some carved info



exaggerated tragedy, others info gritesque py, all painted in \ibrant coors that shimmered
unnaturaly in the candelignt.

Mowie us, & chandelier of black crystal ung suspended by vothing, gwing faintly from within
ice a cage Wlding captured stars.

| loked down af myself. My traveliing cost and boots weve gone, veplaced by a formal sut of
deep navy trimmed in goll, the fabric heaier than any | had exer worn. My saber hung at iy
side, prished s perfect it gleamed lice vew, and my vling blck pishl vemdined ot wy hip,
untwuched yet somehow subtly atered, as it made to belng heve.

Then | moticed my veflection in the polished marble. My own face was hidden behind a mack.

It was carved with a tragedys bng, eraggerated features, but the expression wis strange fo
me. | could vot fell whether i was sorvowful, fearful, or wocking, vor could | remove i, My own
veflection stared back with that unfamiliar expression, as it cmene else entirely now vore my
skin.

No one spike to me, yet | felt their masked gazes folowing my every movement.

Then the crond shifted, parting sligitly as four figures apprached. They were unlie the
tthers, their presence commanding the entire halls attention.

The first 1o approach was the White Lord. Her gown shimmered like fresh snow beneath the
chandelier's strange gow, and her iNory tragedy mask was carved into soft, sorrowdul curves.
Her movements were graceful, amst hestant, and though she carried herselt with noble paise,
her gved hands chitthed ners at the folds of her gown. She gave a shalow bow of her
masked head

“You are the inited one,' she sad in a soff, trembling wice. "k INing man in our king's court.
How curious and how dangerous”

| inclined my head poltely. *Lord Theare Tiomas Blackwond, at your senice, my lady’

She vodded sligntly, her wice lwering. You should tread carefuly The Ambassador wafthes. He
nitices exerything. And he does ot forgive those wo anger bim'

Pefore | could vespond, anther fiqure swept forward abruptly, mning with quick, uneven steps.



The Yelow Lords vobes shimmered in gl and saffron, catching the candelignt in sharp, almost
blinding flaches. His tragedy mask was etthed with intricate spivals, the painted frown
exaggerated 1o a gritesque degree. His head furned constantly, jerking toward every sund 4 if
he expected an aftack from any corner. He circled me twice before shpping t clse for
comfort, his Inands twitching in vestless motion.

You carry A weapon,' he caid in & vapid, strained wice. Yes, | saw it. | smelled . K pistol, ol
Yes, but ot vormal, vo, vot 4 all i lums, it bends, it puls at the air. Tell me what i does. No,
do vof, | wil know when | see it. Realty warps when it fires, does it vot. How did yu forge it?
Did yu canve the vunes yurself? Did yu steal the design? Do yu exen understand wiat it
truly does or are yu 4 fool wo meddes without knowing

| met s frantic energy with a cam expression, or at least what calm | loped my mack
sugdested. "t is my own design, and it works precisely as | intend | understand it wel enough,
my lord”

He jerked his head sharply, as though that answer annoyed him, though his hands twitched with
visible excitement. “You say that. You believe tt. | should lice to test . Later, lter perivps’ he
turned away quickly, sfil muttering fo himself as he stepped back

The Red Lord came viet, his presence as verwhelming as the Yelow Lord's was twitching
and parandid He was wassive, his vound frame filing his crimson vibes, which shimmered lice
liquid flame. bis tragedy wask bove 4 deep frown, but he bughed budy a5 he approached, his
booming woice carrying across the bl

" K Iing man. & isttor. | lie this already You are ot afvaid, ave wu? N, of course vot, yu
stand straight, yu are proud. Good. Tell me, have yu fougit? Wave you Killed? Tell me a shry, 4
grand story. | would have one wortiy of my ears!

bis lugiter was buming, but there was danger in . bis wowd, | could feel, could shift in an
instant. One wrong word, one disappinting answer, and the bughter wignt become vage.

| inclined my head 't 4 tale is what you ask, then a tae | sl give, my brd"

He leaned forward slightly, hands clasped as it in anticipation. "Good. Then yu wil tell i fo me
son. Make it worthy, or | will vot lice you'

The crowd seemed o dfill further, as if waiting for what would come neyt,



Then the last figure arvived, and the music seemed o fakter.

The Ambassadr stepped forward, Wis presence like a blade sicing through the air. W black
and siNex armor gleamed with intvicate patterns, is lng clak traiing bevind im, and his
birdike mack of siver and black metal veflected the candelignt sharphy

N around us, the quests bwered their heads, their movements otiff with fear. Even the White
Lord bowed slightly, her trembiing hands tigntening on hex gown.

The Ambassador stopped before e, fiking his head sligty. Though | could vot see his eves
bevind the mask, | fek his gaze plerce shraight thrugh we. e said vothing, yet the weight
of his attention was more oppressive than the others' words combined

And then, beynd him, | saw her.
Bela.

She stwd at the far end of the hal, dressed in siNer sil, her white Wir gleaming softhy
beneath the black chandelier's strange glow. Wer mask was simple, delicate, and it did litle to
hide the warmth of her smile when our eyes met.

| froze. The memory of her wice, her fouch, all of i veturned in tat single instant. She
boked ot me a5 if she had been waiting for me, a5 if she knew this meeting was inexitable.

But before | could mve foward hex, the Ambassador's macked head turned sbwly to folow iy
gpze. The giNer of his birdike mask gleamed in the candielight, and though | cod vt see his
face, | fekt it the curl of & sinister omile hidden beneath.

The music shifted as the lrds civcled chser, the dancers gliding further away until the four of
them and | otood almost abone in the center of the wast all M around us the masked quests
mved with cautius grace, their heads bowed as if one daved interrupt waat was o come.

The White Lord lingered nearest, her soft wice barel rising abe the strange melbdy “You
suld vt be 5o dill, ot when his gaze lingers, she whispered, her masked face titing toward
the Ambassador who bomed nearby. Her hands twisted sightly in the fabric of her gown,
betraying her nerves. *The bnger he studies you, the more he wonders how easiy you might
break"



| kept my posture calm, tough | inciined my head poitely toward her. "I thank you for your
kindness, my lady. But | lune been studied by many who wished me broken. I hws ot yet
ended poorly for me!

She hesttated, a5 thugh she wanted fo say more, then bwered her gaze and stepped back
sigrtly, her wice faling to a hum. The sng she ld been aftly singing veturned, the votes
sweet but faintly strained, as it she sang only o keep her own coursge.

The Yelow Lord seized the woment to vush chser, his qold and safbron vobes gittering
unnaturally in the candelignt. He circled me again, quick jerking steps, his head snapping
sharply foward the quests, then back fo me, then fo the pishl af my side.

Yes, yes, there It s’ he hissed, his wice sharp and vapid. ") volling blck, yes, but changed,
changed by clever hands. Not vormal | can feel the hum of it even from here. Realty bends
when yu fire , does it ot Tell me. No, do vt tell me, ou would lie, o, perivps you would v,
W are proud, | can smell . Wi taught yu the design? Who showed you how 1o twist the air
when 4 bullet fies. Did yu carve the vunes yurself, did yu find the metal somewnere
forbiden, or did you simply stumble into knowledge yu cannet understand”

Wi wice vose in pitth, his mNements growing more exvatic. Wi fingers twitthed as though he
wanted fo snatch the pistil shraigit from its holster.

| met his frantic energy with the same camness | lad offered the White Lord 't is mine
done,’ | said exenly *| forged tts parts, vefined its workings, and tested every piece until it
performed evactly as | wished | assure you, my brd, | understand my own creation”

The Yelow Lord froze, staring af we for a bng, silent moment. Then he twitched his head
sharply fo one side, his wice dropping fo a mutter. "Proud, yes, fuish periaps, but proud. | wil
fest it myself one day Yes. Later. Later He stepped back dbruptly, otil muttering as thogh
avging with someone only he could hear.

The Red Lord stepped forward then, filing the space between us with his sheer size. His
Crimson vobes shimmered like flowing fire, his vound form ming with surprising energy for his
bulk. His tragedy mask bore an angry frown, yet he lughed budy, his wice booming through
the bl



"M | like you already K Ining man, standing proud You do vt tremble, you do vt Vide. Good Put
words are vothing. Stories matter. Tel me a tale. & fierce tae, a battle worthy of my ears.
Make i grand, or | wil vt lice you, and | dislice those | do vt lie!

The way he spike made it Clear that o be diliced by him would be a dangerous thing. His
bugrter boomed aguin, but Wis hands clenched at Wis sides, fingers curling inbo fists as thwugh
his temper could tlare at any second

| vodded once, keeping my wice steady. “Then | shal tell you of my duel with the Warkck in
hustria, when | lunted him during the Great Warbck Hunt!

The Red Lord leaned chser, his magsive form towering wer me, thugh his bugiter siffened to
simething wore Curious. “Gond. Speak”

The all seemed o quiet as | began. Even the dancers shwed, their movements growing more
delberate a5 though they o listened

"t was in the winter of sikty seven,’ | began. “The Warkek had taken vefuge in a vuined
abbey in the mountains. The s would vot 9o viear, cliiming he commanded things ot meant
fo walk in daigt. When | arvived, the snow was ved in places, and the dir smelled of smike
and blood. He waited for me in the courtyard, a tall man with 4 croked smile, wearing a coat
ined with strange vunes tiat shimmered as he mved"

The Red Lord chuckled lowly, leaning closer dfil "nd you challenged him, yes. Not from afar.
Face to face!

‘face to face, | confirmed. “He wielded thaumaturgy, bending the wind and stone as if they
were his own limbs. He laughed when | drew only my saber. He shruck firet, huriing shards of
ice through the aiv, but | kept moing, chsing the distance before he could summon andtirer
spell. His power was great, but he velied on it tw much. He thought me fragle because |
carvied vo magic, but he forget & blade does vt care for sorcery if placed in the vignt hand”

The Red Lord let out a booming laugh, his massive form shalking. “Gond, gud. And you shruck him
down, yes. Tell me how!

'We fugit tirmgh the courtyard unfil bis vunes began fo fail’ | continued "I pressed him unti
he siipped in the snow. When he tried to cast again, | broke his hand with my saber's quard,
and then | ended t. 1t was vt the bngest fight of my lite, vor the hardest, but it wis the
one he deserved”



The Red Lord cupped his rge hands together, the sound echoing like 4 drum. "va. Good. You
fignt with heart. | lice that. You are proud, yu are bold Yes, yes, | like yu" His lugpter filed
the Wl tough | could see exen thnough the wask tiat his py could vanish at any ingtant
should iy words lae failed him. For viow | hould be glad such 4 lie is enough. T fight with
heart.

hs his booming lugrter continued, | fek andther gaze seftle on me.
The Ambassador.

Me had vob mved the entire fime, standing perfectly ofill yet | felt his attention sharpen a5 |
finished my story. bis siver and black mask tited ever 5o slightly, and though he dd vot speak,
the weignt of Wi glent udgment was heaier than all the lords combined

And beyond him, | could ofill see Bel, watthing me with quiet warith, her hands casped gently
in front of her.

For Just & moment, exen with the whispers of the court and the gaze of the Ambassador
burning info me, | alowed myself fo meet her eyes.

She omiled

The Red Lords bioming lughter otill echoed faint through the hall when the music shifted
agpin, wﬁcning ifo a cwer, stranger vintiam. The dancers vesumed their endess circling, but
| cud Feel their attention furn foward me, st as | fek the Ambassador's gaze sharpen.

Me had vot moved an inch, yet the weight of his presence seemed to press heaier ow, 4
trough e ad been wiing for the perfect moment o shvice.

But for a brief, stolen moment, | dlwed myself to ok beyond bim.

pela stwd near the far end of the bl her siver gown catching the faint gow of the
chandelier above, her white Wir gleaming like snow in wonlight. The simplcity of her wask set
hex apart from the others, delicate and unadorned, and thwugh t cvered much of her face, it
could vt ide her smile.

| moved toward her.



The crowd parted without resistance, as if they fo understond the significance of Hhat moment.
No one spoke. Even the White Lords soft humming faltered for a moment a5 | crossed the
polished warble floor.

When | veached hex, Bela fited her head signtly, her warm smile never wavering. 'l
wondered if i would truly be yu' she sad quietly, her iice as soft and familiar as |
remembered,

| inclined my head, my own wice bwering. | might say the same. | thoughtt | would viever see
Yu again’

Mer gived hand brushed ligntly against mine, the smallest gesture, yet it felt more veal tian
anything else in this shrange, dreamlive court. "I feared you would vob come. No one comes here
by choice, ot fruly. But you.. yu are always to brave for your own ad’

"Brave, | cad with a fant omile. "or foolich. The difference is often a matter of luck"

She gve & quiet lugh, tugh it faded quickly. Her exes, barely visble thrugh the dits of her
magk, darted briefly to one dide, toward the dtill figure standing across the bl “You should vt
be spedking fo me for g0 bng. He will natice!

| followed her pze.

The Ambassador stod where he had been, black and siver armor gleaming, his lng clak
poiing across the marble like spiled ink. His birdike mask tited ever <o sightly, the candelight
catening the siNer edges of it sharp beak.

He had alveady voficed

pels wice bwered further, amost 4 whisper. e does vt like when othrers luve things he
canvot contval. I he decides yu should vt be here, o one will sty him. Not exen the king'

| squeezed her hand gently, offering the faintest veassurance. I e o infention of letting
him confvol me.

Wer lips parted signtly, as it 1o say more, but she shpped as the dir shifted
The music stpped
The dancers froze where they stond



The sharp sund of heels against marble began, each measured step striking like a metronome
of approaching dread. Click. Cick. Click. The crond bowered their heads, the White Lord
shrinking back with trembling hands, the Red Lord's massive frame dfiffening as tiough even
he feared being singled ot

The Ambassador moved sbwly, savoring each step, until he shpped only a few feet from us. bis
siver and black mask tited toward Bella first, then toward me.

When he gpike, his wice was sharp and distorted, lice o blade dragaed across gss, et filled
with & sickening delight, as tough he tasted every word "What 4 charming sight' e said. "
iing man and a familiar iitle treasure, whispering lice frigntened lvers in a garden. Put this
is ot & garden. This is a court. My Court. And vothing here whispers without my permission”

pela bwered her gaze immeditely, her fingers slipping veluctanty from wine.

The mbassador turned his masked head ful toward me, his wice bwering to a hiss, distorted
and full of dark pleasure. "Mow vare i is fo see one of the ning here. Rarer dfil fo see ne
50.. sentimental Tell me, lttle wan, is she a curiosity fo you, 4 distraction for yur fleeting life, or
ave Y 50 soft yu actualy care!

| met his wasked gaze and kept my iice exen. ‘She is smeone | will ot alow yu fo harm

The Ambassador let out a shavp, broken bugh, paged and crue), as if he truly enpyed the
sund of his own mockery ‘O, delightful The selfless fml o brave, s noble, 50 wonderfuly
doomed. | can Feel your heart beating faster, lice a trapped animal pretending it is ol a
hunter

He tited his masked head sowly, sawring the slence as all eyes turned toward us. His distorted
wice sharpened further, every word dripping with cruel anficipafion. *Peviaps | shld take her
then. Pevivps | should veme her from you vow, if oy fo wafch that brave litle mask of
yurs crack. | wonder what noise you would make when it finaly does!

pelas breath caugit, her hands trembiing af her sides.
| stepped forward, my hand brughing the hik of my saber. “You will et touch her!

For a long, tervible moment, there was only silence.



Then the Ambassador ughed again, buder this time, a pgged, distorted sound full of pleasure,
eching through the hall. "Mn, yes. That is what | wanted. There is nothing sweeter than a
man wiling fo burn himself dive for someone else. You will do wondevfuly'

The Red Lords booming lughter veturned, ful of excitement. The Yelow Lord muttered
franticaly under Wis breati, his head snapping between us as it calculating every pssible
ofcome. The White Lord boked away entively, her soft humming veturving, sorvowful and quiet.

The Ambassador tited his macked head sharply toward me, the distorted py in his wice clear.
You are & guest, Lord Plackwood, but let us make this exening memorable. Defend her it yu
dare. Entertain me. & duel here, before the court. Let us see low far that voble little heart
of urs carvies yu before | tear it ot

| boked once to Bels, who stared back at we, her eyes pleadng behind her mask.
Then | turned to the Ambassador. 'If that ic what it takes to protect her, then | accept”

The Ambassador tiked is head agpin, s sharp mask gleaming in the candelight, and is wiice
dropped fo a vear whisper, twisted and full of dark delignt. “How splendd. O and try vot to
die tw quicky | do 50 enpy when they struggle.

The Wil shifted as it the entive court leaned chser fo withiess. The dancers stiled entirely
frozen in strange conforted poses, their masks all furned foward us. The music cessed,
replaced by an eerie dlence broken only by the occasional whisper of dilk as some macked
quest shiffed nerwushy

The Ambassadr stepped back swly, each mvement delberate, his sharp heels clicking against
the pisned marble in a steady vinythm. Click. Click. Click. We stipped a few paces avay, filting
his siner and black wask sigrtly to one side.

"Stand wheve Y are,' he said, his sharp distorted wice curling like smike through the aiv,
filed with sickening anficipation. "No need for ceremony No bowing. No furishes. & man figts
best when he is desperate.

The Red Lord lughed budy, clapping his large hands togetiner. “es. Make t grand, litle man.
Pleed well Show me sometiing worth cheering for!

The Yelow Lord circled nerwus at the edge of the crowd, muftexing so quickly i was almost
uninteligible. ‘e wil die. Yes, yes, dead in three strikes, maybe four. No, o, the Ambassador



toys, he will deaw it ouf, he always draws i out, he wil break him piece by piece, yes, yes, |
want fo see it

The White Lord furned her head away, her wice bavely a whisper. Do vot ok ot lnim, do vt
meet his eyes!

But | did

The Ambassador drew 4 thin, elegant saber from beneatih his cloa, its blade dark and
glimmering faintly with inscriptions t fine o vead e fited his head toward me, his distorted
wice curling with delignt. *Draw yur lttle toy, Lord Blackwond Let us see how bng you can
make this amusing'

| drew my own saber shwly, its steel cafthing the gow of the black chandelier abive. My mask
hid my expressin from bim, just as his did from me, but my grip tigntened signty on the ik

The Ambassador's head fited further, and | could almost feel his grin behind the mask. "o
Yu are tence dveady Splendd That means you know how this ends!

He mived first.

bis body blurved forward in a single sharp step, the click of his heel striking like a whip
orack. His saber came bw, then high, his mements unnaturally fast, so smstia they boked
almost vehearsed. | barely parvied in time, my blade vinging aguinst his with a metalic snap.

The force of the stvike jrred up my arm

The Ambassador laughed shavply, Wis distorted wiice curiing with pleasure. "Ma, yu blcked .
Wonderful I is 50 much sweeter when they struggle.”

Me struck again, faster, his blade cutting in a tignt avc toward my shoulder. | sidestepped
turning the strike with 4 narvow deflection, then lunged forward with a quick viposte. The
Mmbassador twisted acide effortlessly, his chak swirling bevind him, his sharp heels clicking as
he spun around me.

T sow,’ he hissed, his woice almost pyful "But you try. You vealy try That is what | enpy
most”

The nett series of stries came faster than | could fuly folow. bis blade clashed bow, then
high, his mements so precise they seemed amost inhuman. Each blw carvied enough force o



Jar my arm, yet he never struck fo kil-only fo push me back, to eNust me, fo savr every
second

He laughed aguin, broken and sharp, his distorted wice vising with pleasure. “You are firing
dveady. | can hear t in your breathing. | wonder which wil break first, your blade or your
| forced myself to stay caim, stepping lightly, refusing to vetreat any more than | had to. Every
movement had to count. He was faster, stronger, and more skilled than any opponent | hud

faced, et Wis arvogance made him careless in small ways. Be wanted me to fight. He wanted
me fo last.

The Red Lord voaved with bugrter, cheering with every clash of blades. "Wal Gond, g, fight
him, little wan, figit 1im"

The Yelow Lord muttered faster and faster, jerking his hnead with each strike. "Not yet, ot
vet, e could st five, maybe six wore, o, o, he will be cut down in four”

The White Lord turned away completely, her soft lumming trembling lice a auiet praver.

The Ambassador drove e back agpin, our blades bcking for a moment. He leaned close, his
distorted oice dripping with mackery "o yu Feel i, Lord Blackwod? That edge of
hpelessness. That beautiful sinking in yur chest when yu vedize yu ave only delaying the
inexitable. That is my favorite part!

| pushed againgt Wis blade, forcing the lck apart. | e fekt pelessness before, Ambassador.
And | have surined it exery fime!

The Ambassador fited Wis head, his bughter cracking lice briken glass. *0n es. Defiance. Hd
onfo i, I makes yu taste better when it finaly shatters’

He shruck agpin, harder vow, his blade almost 4 blur. | blicked one, two, then barely furned aside
the third, his edge grazing the fabric of my sleeve.

pels wice vose sftly from the edge of the court. *Please, shp this”

The Ambassadr froze for only a fraction of a second, his masked head turning sligntly foward
her.

Md in that moment, | moved,



| lunged forward with dl the force | had left, my saber cutting a fight avc upward The blade
shruck his arm, slicing clean thrugh the edge of his chak and biting agpinst the black metal of
his armor.

The Wl went silent.

The Ambassadr staggered a Wit step back, his head titing down to veqard the faint soratch
acnss his arm. & single drop of something dark slid down the metal, glinting faintly in the
chandelier's lignt.

Then he loked back at me.

The distorted lugh that folowed was softer now, but sharper, darker, filed with something far
more dangerus than amusement. "No' he caid, his wice low and curing with pleasure. *You
marked we. You actualy marked me. Oh, how deligntful How lnumiliating'

The crowd froze entively, o one daring to breatie. Even the Red Lords buming laugrter
fakered, his ands pausing wid clap.

The Ambassador straigitened swly, his distorted wiice vising with excitement. "Now yu are
mine, little man. | wil enpy this'

He mved then, faster than before, his blade cutting down foward me with iling infent.
Ad before the strike could land, another wice filled the 1l

t wais deep, echiing, and utterly mad

"Enough

The enfire court drpped fo their knees instantly

The Hanged ¥ing had spken.

The Red Lords great frame bwered healy, his once biisterous lugh sllenced in an instant.
The Yelow Lord muttered a frantic stream of broken phrases, his hands pressed flat to the
ground 45 if he feared being crushed shwuld he vise 4 finger. The White Lord sank
graceful to the foor, her head bowing bw, her trembiing hands clutthing at her gown in- quiet
tervor.



The oy sound came from the sharp, delberate clicks of the Ambassadir's heels. One, tw,
three. He stepped back shwly, bwering his blade with contvolled elegance. His black and sier
mack tiked toward me for only 4 moment, his slent attention as shavp as a blade pressed
aqpinst my throat, before he inciined his head sigitly in 4 gingle gesture of submission

The court turned as one toward the tvone.

The Hanged ing sat abve them all, and fo ok upon him was o feel your thougits twist and
fod inward Ws presence was vot that of 4 man, ot of anything the wind could vightly Iold
Where my exes smght defivition, they found only chaes, a constant shifting of shapes and
impressins that vefused to seftle.  was as though madness tself 1ad taken form, bending
vedity in his presence. K mortal gaze could vot measure him, could vot accept him, and even
gancing toward him for wore than a breath filed my head with a dull oppressive pressure, s
it the edges of my wind were unraveling,

| loked away almost immediately, my ision swimming. Exen in the corner of my eye his
presence dhifted lice an ocean curvent, wast and eternd, his madness strefthing beynd the
walls, beyond the l, beyond all veason.

K single long soundless motion silled the div. bis hand vose sowly, and the voom seemed to bow
with it
"Well done,’ the ¥ing said, his wice sow and deep, yered, as if multiple wices spike in unison,

The sund fek as though i vibrated through my chest, pressing againgt my vibs, filing the
Nery dir wih a weignt that wag almost suffocating

"k Ining wan;" he said aqpin, bis tone curling strangely, like someone saworing a vare taste. "
iing man wounds the one | frust abve all Rare. Very vare. Enfertaining

The Ambassador vemained bowed, his wask titted downward. His distorted lugh vose softly, broken
and paged, curiing with plessure despite the weigit of the ing's words. 'K gift, Majesty, | let
him play for you He wag amusing'

The Wing's presence shifted sligntly, and the madness that wis his gaze seemed to turn.
Though | did vot loke divecty at him, | fek it ceftle on the Ambassador. The air grew hemier
for 4 moment.

You amuse e, hmbassador,' the ing sdid sbwly, exery sylable strefched with strange,
delberate vinytm. “But you are vot inincible. Remember tht!



The Ambassadr's lugh cracked once more, bwer viow, subdued, though | cod otil feel the
Pleasure twisting in every sund. "Nways, Majesty”

Then the ¥ings atention turned to me.

t was like being submerged in a cold curvent. My heart shuttered as his unseen gaze
pressed agpinst me, and for a single tervible mment | fek as thgh he was ingide my
thougrts, shifting thvough them as one might thumb thrmgh pages in a bak. My grip tigntened
on my saber, my body beked in place.

"Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwond the ¥ing said, his fone strange, aimost sing-ong, as though
he tasted exery sylable. “You lune spirt. You fought when you knew you would bse. Tt is 4
vave thing in this place. That amuses me. That is enugh”

| drew in a steady breathh, bwering my head sligntly. ' am lonored, Majesty”

The ing gme a sund that might e been bughter, or perivps on 4 sound that
vesembled it by accident.  was impossible o tell

You wil veturn fo your world vow' he said You lave danced for we, and that is enughn’
But | did ot move.
| turned my head sigitly, just enmgh to ok at Bela

She stod near the far edge of the Wil her siver gqwn catching the light in soft vipples,
her ng white Wir gowing faintly like snow under woonlight. Though she wore the same
delicate mack, her ees benind it were fived on me, warm and unquarded. There wais
simething abot the way she stond, quiet yet commanding without speaking, tat made her seem
set apart from everyne else in the vom, dimost as it the dir itcelf moved differently around
her.

"Maiesty' | said, vaising my iice slightty. " | may ask one thing more. Permit her fo come with
me."

The dlence that folowed was absolute.

The Yelow Lords muttering stipped at once. The Red Lord froze wid-breath, his massive budy
vigd. The White Lord's lands tigntened in her bp, her head bwering even further.



The \ing shiffed Ws presence seemed to turn toward Bela for 4 lng moment, the air around
hex vippling faintly, before returning fo me.

"he. stays! the. ing said at e, vis wice low, final
| opened my mouth to speak aggin, but the sharp smnd of heels cut me off.
Click. Click. Click.

The Ambassadr stepped forward sbwly, exery mvement delberate, every sund echoing against
the dlent marble. He stipped af Bels dide, placing a glved hand genty, dimist veverenty,
upon her shoulder. Wis head fited toward me, the sharp giNer beak of bis mask ginting under
the chandelier light.

bis distorted wice bwered, twisting with sick delignt. *She will vemdin. The ¥ing trusts me o
keep his court delignttul And she.. is delignthul’

Pella did ot speak. Her masked eves staved on me, soft, pleading, her hands trembling slightly
at ex sides as the Ambassador's fingers lingered prssessively on her shoulder.

| stepped forward, my saber tigtening in my grip, but the ing's wice filed the voom again,
buder, heaiex, enmgh to make the div seem t buckle.

You leane now"
The world shifted instantly

The bist thing | san was Bela's eyes boked on wine, brignt and desperate, and the
Mmbassador's mask. tiking dligitly as that broken, distorted laugh spilled from him once more,
sharp and cruel, folowing me even a5 the court dissolved into otiing,

The vain Whispered aguinst the windows of my study once again. The fire crackled softly in
the hearth, and the stent of wet earth returned as it vo time nd passed at all

Deeds stud evactly where he had been, his sharp eves shudying me qietty

You ave back! he sad simply, his tone even.

| wered my saber shwly, my hand trembiing just sligntly before | forced it dfill “Yes. | am’
Deeds studied me for a bng moment, his expresson unreadable. *hnd was it worth it



| ked at the vain slding down the glass, the echo of that distorted laugh otil sharp in my
eavs. "o, | sid quietly. "Not nearly'

Lord Theadore Thomas Blackwod
Viscount, Naturalist, and Court Jester



The Flesh of Siberia

The cold in Siberia is it lice the cold elsewnere. |t is a Ining thing, a creeping weignt that
presses against the bines, sbwing breath and thugit die until even wotion feels lice
defiance. The Gueen had requested my presence in this forgptten vilage, speaking of a veli
Whispered bt in the oldest veports, an artitact of siguificant and possibly dangerms
importance.

The vilige was litle more than a cluster of sagging wonden houses clinging fo the edge of a
frozen forest, ts narrow pating buried under snow Hat had turned grey with st from the
Chimnexs. The pewple watthed me in slence as | passed, their faces hidden beneatih fur lined
hoods, their expressions unreadable.

| arcived at the largest of the homes, 4 bng wonden bl that served as bith meeting place and
storage for wat litle the ilage cold spare. | was veceived with quiet, suspicious Courtesy,
trough even betore | asked a single question | could sense their unease. Sometiing in this
pace had frightened them deeply, and i was vot merely the winfer.

| spent the first day speaking with the elders, taking nites by the lignt of 4 gingle dim
bintern. Their stiries were Wague, steeped in superdtition, but all spike of the same thing, a
canved stone idol, black as obsidian and said to lum faintly in the dead of vight. i was kept in
an dbandoned unting bdge to the vorth, left there after three lunters W tried fo carry it
home. disappeared The elders dlso whispered of strangers who hud been seen at the edge of
the forest, men wWho gpike in harsh, quitural wices, their steps tm auiet, their faces hidden.
When | asked more abt these strangers, the elders vefused fo speak further, muttering
ol that they were ot men to be dealt with,

When | left the il that exening, the oky was diveady dark, the stars sharp and cold aguinst
the endless black. | veturned to the omall house they had lent me, a cramped vom with
shraw bed and 4 single narow window,

| sat at the table, writing what | lad learned, when | heard the faintest creak at the window

| boked up, my hand brushing the hit of my saber, but what | san was vot a threat. k boy
crouched otside the frost streaked glass, his breatih fogging it in sw clouds. His cont was



patthed and worn, his glves forn at the fingers. bis cheeks were ved from the cod, and his
wie eyes stared af me with a wik of awe and determination.

| stood and opened the dor o the biting aiv. The boy fiinched at first but dd vot vun.
“You are far from home at this hour! | said

The biy straightened, his thin shoulders stitf. “You. wu Lord Blackwnd” he said in broken
Engisn. “You big hunter... find things. L. want learn’

| studied him, leaning slightly agpinst the doorframe. "hnd wo are w?

The boy hesttated, then lifted his chin. "Miklwll' he said. 'L want be lice Yu. G places. See
fhinge."

bis wice carvied o arvigance, only 4 desperate kind of hope, the kind born from 4 life where
dreams were often Crushed

| stepped aside, opexing the door wider. “Come inside before the cold takes you, Mihwil'

Me vodded quick and stepped in, shaking the snow from his forn glves a5 he enfered. | chsed
the door agpinst the wind and wotioned for him fo sit by the small table viear the lanfern.

Switching fo Russian, | asked, “You speak Rugsian better, | think!

The boy loked up quickly, his face brightening with velief. “Yes. Much better,' he said, his
wice steadier vow. "Engish.. ot gud. Hard for e

| poured him a swal cup of the bitter tea the vilagers had given me, sefting i before him
'Why are yu here, Midwil? Wiy folow me!

Me wrapped his thin hands avound the cup, lefting the steam warim his fingers. "Because
ave Lord Blackwond You find things. You g o dangerous places. | want to learn how. | want to
leave this pace. There is othing here for me!

You ave tw yung for this e, | sad firmly, keeping my fone calm but leaing o voom for
avqument. “The Hings | do are ot for children. I is dangerous. Deady, sometimes. You should g0
home 1o your Family"

M that, he went quiet, staring info the cup for a bng woment.



You have 4 home, do you ot | acked, softening my tone signtly.

Wis hands tigntened around the cup, and his woice bwered *| lave 4 house, yes.. but vt 4 home.
Not anymore.”

| sudied him for 4 bng moment but did et press further. The bk in is eyes was enwgh to
fel me that whatever answer he wigit ave given would Vot lwve been a happy one.

"I am sorey’ | said ouietly "ut this is Sfil vot a place for you | wil vet alw a4 boy to folow me
into danger”

Me litted his head, his dark eyes meeting wine, shining with auiet detevmination. *| am ot
abvaid"

You should be;' | veplied evenly. "Fear keeps men aive. Go home, Mkl You belbing heve, vot
in the things | do"

The boy said vothing more, only vodded once, though the bok in his eyes told me he had vo
intention of giing up o0 easiy

Later, after e had left, | stood viear the window watthing the snow fall outside. His small figure
disappeared into the dark, but | could vt shuke the feeling that | would see him agpin before
this was over.

The worning broke with 4 weak grey lignt that barely fouched the snow. | left the vilage
quietly, preferving to awid drawing attention. The patih vorth toward the hunting bdge wound
thvough a thinning stretoh of trees, alf buried beneath the vignt's snowtall My breath
ingered in the cod air as | moved, each step sinking deep into the frost packed earthh

The forest lomed anead, ts branches heavy with ice. There was o sund except the groan
of wood ohifting under the weignt of snow. | carvied only wWhat was necessary, a smal pack with
vafions, my sabexr at wy side, and my vling block pishl vesting beneatih my coat.

| d been walking for vearly an hour when | shipped The sllence felt heaier than before. |
knelt and studied the snow, brushing aside a bayer of frost with my gove. Aather cet of
fotprints traled behind wine. They were smal, light, and placed unevenly, as thugh whoever
made them was ding their best to me quickly

I draiglnfemd, my eyes narnowing at the free line.



"Mikdil" | said doud, my woice carnying across the dfilness.
There wWas o answer.

| turned foward the nearest stand of pines, scanning the shadows between their trunks. "Come
o, Midrl. I is too cod for Fiding

For & wmoment there was withing. Then a omall figure stepped hestantly from behind a tree,
snow Cinging o his coat. His ees were wide, but he did vot lok. avaid

"I told yu to P home,' | 54id, switthing to Russian.

"I could vot; he veplied quickly, his Russian much clearer than his English. *| want to help. |
know this forest. | am vt useless!

| exbled shwly, studying him. His bt were swlked, his gloves thin, and his cheeks bright with
coll We hud been folowing me for gome time.

“This is o place for a child | sad firmy. *Turn back before i becomes worse.”

We shook is head, his thin shoulders siff. *| cannot gp back.

Sometiing in the way he sad it made me pause. His wiice carried vo defiance, only quiet finality
“ou have 4 home,' | said

Wis eyes lowered For 4 bng woment he caid vothing, then his wice came soff, almost o0 quiet fo
hear. "No. Not anymore.”

The weight in is tone sipped me from pressing further. The sllence of the forest seemed
fo grow hemier around us.

Finaly, | crouched sightly s0 that we were at eye level " you folow me, you listen to
everything | say I 1 el yu to vun, yu vun. I | tell you to hide, you do ot move il | veturn
Do yu understand'

Me vodded quickly, his dark exes brigntening with a faint lignt of lope. "1 understand”

| vose o my feet, gancing toward the northern tral *“Then keep chse, Ml And keep oiet.
There are others in these wods W are vot as patient as | am”



The by folowed a step behind me as we began fo mve thrgh the forest. Wi steps were
caveful, his omall frame dimost vanishing among the trees.

hs we walked, he spoke agpin, his woice low. “You think they are here fo, the bad men’
| glanced at him. "Wt do you know of them”

He hesttated, his breath wisting in the cold div. “They Cime simetimes at vight. Peaple say they
take what they want. No one shps them. They. they tok." His words faltered and he shk his
head quickly, faling sient.

| said vothing, only placed a hand briefly on his shoulder before we continued on.

The path anead grew darker 4s the trees thickened, and for the first time | wondered what
kind of danger this boy lad diveady seen bng before | arrived

The trees thickened as we mved deeper into the forest, their frozen branches bending bw
under the weight of snow. The dir fekt heaier, a5 if the slence tself were waiting for
simething fo break tt. Mikiwil kept cose behind me, his small buts ginking info the prints | left
in the snow, his breath soft and measured

We veached the od hunting bdge just before ignttal t stod croked among the trees, ts vof
sagqing beneatn a thick layer of frost, its walls warped by ears of neglect. The windows
were Couded with ice, and the front door hung Walf open, creaking softly whenever the wind
shirved

Midwil stepped beside me, staring at it with wide eyes. 't is cursed” he sdid quietly in Rugsian
"Peaple say spirits ive there. They fake men who stay to lng”

"Cpirits or ety | said, stuling the builling carefuly, “we vieed to see what is inside”
The boy hesitated. "f the bad men are viear, they wil wt like yu being here
"Which bad men," | asked, glancing ot him.

Mikwil's face fightened. bis wice was soft, almost 4 whisper. “The ones who tok my mother and
fatner!

| crouched sightly 50 | could ook af him divectly "Midal" | said gently, "W were they'



We hesttated, his small hands fightening info fists. “They come from the forest at vight. They
wedr shrange clthes, ved and black. They cut pesple. Say it is for their gl They tok my
parents. No one helped. Exeryine was o0 afvaid”

The words seftled in the cold air like ash

| placed a hand on his shoulder, steadying him. *| am sorvy’

The boy boked down at the snow, his breath wisting. I do vot cry anymore. But | hate them’
i wiice held o chidish tone, only quiet resove.

“Then we wil be careful’ | sad 'If they are here, they will ot take anyne else tonight!

We med toward the bdge, our bits crunching softly in the snow. | pushed the door open
sowly, its ol wood groaning under my hand. The inside smelled of vot and damp wond The walls
were lined with broken antlers and cracked hunfing trophies, the vemaing of meals lng
abandoved scattered across the Foor.

In the center of the bdge was a table, and on t sat the il

It was carved from black stne, smootih and cold, tts surface covered in faint markings that
twisted when | tried to folow them with my eyes.  hummed softly, almost fo quiet to hear, but
the sund pressed against my skl like a dull ache.

Mikwil stayed clse to me, staring ot it with wide eyes. “That is it he whispered. “That i wat
they want!

| stepped chser to the table, etamining the idol without touching it. *t is oder than this vilage," |
said auiet. *Perivps dder than the forest tselt!

A sound outside made us buth freeze. Snow crunched soft beyond the walls, shw deliberate
steps.

| vaised a and to Mikdnal, signding im to stay sfil s exes widened, but he vodded sllently
The door Creaked,

Voices murmured oufside in a4 inguage | vecognized immediately, harsh and quiturdl, the kind
used in old Savldc vites.



Mikdwdils breatin caugrt, is small hands trembling. e loked up at me, whispering almost
soundessly. " s them”

| drew iy saber shwly the sound of the steel sliding from its scabbard soft agingt the heavy
slence. | loked at Mikil. *Stay bevind me, and do ot move unless | tell you fo!

The door opened wider, and three men stepped incide, their faces half covered with shrips of
Coth stained dark. Their coats were patthed with strips of what loked disturbingly lice skin, and
faint: crimson warkings were painted across their ewpised hands. Each carvied a curved blade
carved with Crude symbols.

one of them loked divectly at the il Wis wice bw with veverence. “The gift of n he said to
the others in that came guﬂuml tonque. " will be ours fonigpt!

Their eyes turned to me.

The three culists stared af me with cod, unblinking eyes. Their faces were painted with
streaks of dried bld, their breating vising in soft chuds of steam as they stepped furtiher into
the bdge. The humming of the il grew buder as they approached, as if it responded o their
presence.

one of them tited his head, his wice bw and harsh in Russian. “You should vot be here,
stranger. This place does ot bebng to you'

| kept my stance steady, my saber angled bw but veady. Switching fo their own guttural tongue,
| answered evenly, "Ad i does ot bebng to yu eitiex”

The words stipped them for 4 moment. Their eyes widened slightly. The fallest of the three
narvowed his gaze, his expressin hardening. You speak the words of flesh he sdid sbwly
"How does 4 man of the od world know them”

| did ot answer.

The cultishs lips curled info a grin, Hhough there was tension in his wice ow. "Periaps yu
are ot just 4 hunter. Perivps wu lne listened fo the fruth and denied i on wil lave you
either way!

The otiers circled sbwly, their curved blades giinting in the dim lignt. Midil pressed himselt
aqpingt the wal, his hands gripping the woud tigitly, his breath quick and shallow.



"Stay where yu ave, Midil' | sdid firmly, keeping my eyes on the cultists.

The first cultist lunged His blade came ow, quick, aiming for my vibs, but | stepped aside and
parried, the clash of steel sharp in the heawy slence. He hissed and struck again, but | twisted
my wrist and drove the edge of my saber inbo his arm. Bl splattered the waden fhor 45 he
stumbled back with a snar.

The second mved in immedistely, swinging wide. | turned iy budy, lefting the stvike glance off
the fat of my blade, then stepped in chse, driing the hilt into his jaw. We crashed agingt the
table, knocking the idol sightly. The humiming vose in pitch, ibrating against my chest.

The third vushed me, faster than the others, his curved blade cutting across my coat. | fek
the sting as tt grazed my side, but | pushed tirmgh the pain and drve my saber upward,
fearing across his forearm.

They veqrouped quickly, their faces vo bnger calm.

The tallest cultist spat a curse in their tongue. “You should vot know these words. The old world
has o right to them!

Still in their tongue, | vepiied, I lnw enmgh to understand what you are. And enough to know
W are cowards hiding bekind qpds you do vot understand”

For the first time, there was anger in his eyes. “You wil vt leave this place alive!
penind me, | heard Midwil whisper simething. Wi wice was soft at first, awost lice 4 praver.

The tallest cultist lunged again. | met his strike head on, turning his blade aside, but one of the
tthers darted past me, vushing foward Midwil

"Mildvil, vun" | shouted, swinging fo intercept, but | was tw far.
The boy dd vot move.

bis small ands were vaised, trembling, his ees wide and fived on the vushing culfist. bis lips
moved auick ow, speaking words that were vt Russian. They were sharp and strange,
carnying a weignt that filed the air.



The cultist froze mid-step, his budy bcking as thgh gripped by unseen hands. his blade
sipped from his fingers, claftering againgt the foor. bis limbs convulsed, his skin shiffing as if
smething beneath it twisted unnaturaly, and with a choked gasp, he colapsed

The idol ummed buder, almost 4 cry, as if answexing waat Ml had done.
The vemaining two cultists stared in shock.

The one chsest to me whispered, his wice unsteady, “The boy.. he speaks the old words
without learning

The other's face twisted into fear, his compasure breaking. “He is marked bn s tuched him’

| dd vot give them time to vecver. My saber flashed once, clean and findl, dropping one of
them. The bist bited through the dor and vanished into the forest, his fwtsters fading quickly
info the show.

The bdge fel slent except for the hum of the idol

| turned fo Mildwil. bis lands were otill sligntly vaised, his breath vagged, his eyes licked on the
falen cultist.

"Midwil! | sid gently, stepping cser, “wiat did you do”

The boy shok his head aickly, his wice trembling. 'L | do vot lonow. |t just happened. | only
wanted him to shop”

| crouched beside him, placing a hand on his shwuder. “You smed us both. You were brave”
He lwered his hands sbwly, his wice soff. "I do vot feel brave!

"Bravery varely feels lice anytning' | sdid "t only feels like surviving'

The ol continued to lum, deeper now, amost 45 if i were listening

| looked at it for a bng moment, then glanced back at Mikiwil. "We eed to leave. More of them
wil come, and they wil vot sty until this is over”

The boy vdded quickly, stepping chse to me, his smal figure tense but defermined “Then we
shp thom”



| loked at im, seeing v trace of fear in his davk exes now, only resoe.
Yes,' | sdid quieth. "We stp them”

The snow ad bequn o fall hemier by the time we left the bdge, the aft flakes carvied by
a sow, Whispering wind. The forest anound us felt alive, as though every branch and shadow
waited for something to move. Midwil stayed chse at my side, his small steps quick to matth
mine. He o bnger loked frigntened, only focused, though every now and then his eyes darted
nervus 1o the frees.

We carvied the il wrapped in a thick chtih | ad found in the bdge, binding it tigntly before
placing i into my pack. Even hidden, the strange hum ibrated against my back, ow and
constant, as thugh it resented being taken.

“They will folow' Midil sid quietly in Russian, his breath wisting in the cold “They aways
follow”

“They wil try' | replied, my eyes scanning the free line. "But it we keep mning, we may
reach the vilage before ignttall”

Mkl glanced at the pack on my back, his small brow furrowed. “You should destvoy . Throw i
in fire.

't is ot that gimple,' | sdid “The Queen requested this. | may be dangerous, but it is
knowledge. hnd knowledge can save ives if used wisel'

The boy loked away at tit, though he sdid vtiing, His hands fightened sligntly af Wis sides, as
it he wanted to arque but could vet find the words.

We mved in slence for another hour before the forest e its First warhing. The caw of a
orow ethoed sharply across the trees, tm lud, foo sudden, folowed by the crunch of bwts in the
SNOW,

| shpped, placing a hand on Midwits shoulder.

They came from the trees on both sides, stepping ot of the shadows with quiet, practiced
movements. Sik of them this time, all wearing the same crude markings across their coats, their
curved blades ginting in the pae lignt. Their leader wis taller than the rest, his face painted
completely black except for a single ved streak down his forehead



bis eyes fived on me first, then shifted fo Mikdwil

You sunived” he sdid in their fongue, his wice lw and amused. *And the boy speaks with the
gift. Tt is vare. The flesh s chosen him'

| angwered him in the same guttural fongue, my wice steady. *The flesh s chosen nothing,
He is a boy, nothing more."

The leader tited his head dignthy, his lips curling in a grin. “You know the words well But yu
do vot understand them. He bebngs to bn, whether he wishes it or vot. Give him 10 us, and you
may leave with your life.

Mikwil stepped coser to me, his smal hands clenched fightly. I am vot qoing with them,' he
sdid auietly in Russian, his wice shaking but resolute.

| kept my eyes on the leader. You wil e fo take him from we,' | sdid in their tongue.
The leader's grin widened, showing broken teeth *Then we wil'

The first of them charged, blade vaised, and | moved to meet him My saber flashed, parnjing
his shrike before driving thrugh his chest in one clean mofion. He fell without a sound, his blood
dark agpingt the snow.

The others chsed in quicky. | fired my viling block pistil once, the crack bud in the dfill forest,
and andther Fel, chuching his thvoat. | opened the breach to rebad, but they were tm fat

"Mikdil, stay behind me" | chouted, swinging my saber fo black andther hrike.
The boy dd vot listen.

bis small ands vose again, his lips mning in Hhat strange lnguage, the same unnatural
cadence as before. The air grew heavy, thick, as if the trees themsees held their breath.

one of the cultists unged for i, but his bady bcked wid-step, his limbs twisting sharply as
though pulled by invisible strings. Mither stumbled, his eyes widening as his own blade turned
N his hand, cutting info his arm before he colapsed

The leader snarled, vushing forward, his blade coming low. | moved 1o infercept, meeting his
strikes in a flurry of steel He was stronger than the others, faster, his blows heawy and
precise, but his focus was split between me and the boy



| pressed the alantage, blocking one strike and driving my blade into his side. He staggered,
his breath hissing, but even as he fell, his eyes stayed on Mikdil

e wil nexer estape us! the leader hissed in his tongue, blod filing his moutih. “The flesh
remembers. He bebngs to us!

Then he collapsed, his budy tiling in the snow.

The forest grew quiet again. The last of the cutists fled into the trees, their futsteps
Wnishing auickl info the distance.

| bwered my saber shwly, breathing healy. Mikwil stood otil, i hands trembling, his wide eyes
staring af the fallen men.

| stepped to him, placing a and genty on his shoulder. "t is over,’ | sdid softly
Wi eyes lifted o mine, filed with quiet fear. “They will come again’

"Perivps, | sad. "But yu wil ot be here when they do”

The boy binked, confused. "What do you mean’

| crouched 50 we were exe level “You are coming with me, Midwil. You canvot stay here.
There is nathing for you in this place, and you are far wore than they could ever understand”

Wis eyes widened, is lips parting sligntly as it to gpeak, but o words came.

| figntened my grip gently on his shoulder. " you want, | will feach you. You will learn fo protect
yurself. You wil learn fo surive, and perips exen t ive beyind surining. But yu wil never
have to face this abone aguin’

For the first fime gince | had met him, the boy gave 4 true smile, smal but veal *L. will g0
with \pu."

| vodded once, standing. “Then let us veturn 1o the illage. England will be cod, but vt lie this!

Mildil loked back at the fallen cultists one last fime, his expression unreadable, then folowed
Chse behind me a5 we began the bng walk back thnough the forest.

The tain from Viadivostok fo London was bng and quiet, the hum of the wheels againgt the
vails a constant companion. Midhwil sat beside me, staring out the window, his breath fogging the



Qass a5 snow drifted pact wutside. He had hardly spoken dince we left Sberia, and when he dd,
It was in quiet, careful words, Aot 45 it he feared saying foo much

| tried to vead him a5 | aways did with those wo lad been thrugh ’fmgcd\i. but there was
simething different abot this boy. Be had saved my life with powers he dd vt understand, and
now he seemed o carry a slence that was heaier than before.

When we final reached London, the wist lung bw over the streets, curing arund the
canvisge Wheels as we made our way fo Buckingam. Mikwil sat otiffly, his eyes darting to
exery passing stne builing, every horse drawn cab, watthing as though he were ot sure
what was real

The Queen awaited us in her study her presence as Commanding as ever despite the wear
of years. She boked from me fo Midwil a5 we entered, her sharp gaze lingering on him
bnger than | expected

"Lord Blackwod” she sad camly. “You hwve veturned”

“Yes, Your Magsty' | veplied “The artifact yu vequested is secured and will be transterved to
yur care. However, | must ask something of you in return'

The Queen set her pen aside, her hands foing neatly “You varely ack for anyting’

| ganced to Midwil, wo stod beside me, glent, his posture straight despite the tension in his
small hands. “The boy is gifted His abiliies mavifested when the Sarkic cult attacked us. He
soied my lite. If left untrained, he wil become dangerms o himselt and ofners. | vequest
permission to take him to Three Portlands o0 that he may stuly propery and learn o control
Wt he s

The Queen's gaze sharpened. “The Order will ot approve of this. & chid with such abities
under dicect training wil vaise questions”

"I lrow," | said. “But this boy is et 4 weapan. He is a chid w deserves the chance to be
more than what those cultists wanted for bim"

For & bng moment, the Gueen sad vothing, her eyes never leaing Midwil. Finaly, she leaned
back. slightly, her expressin aftening by the smallest fraction. “Very wel. Take him. But yu
wil do something for me in veturn. Aother matter that vequires only your particular talents.
Complete i, and the boy remaing under your care!



| inclined my head “Then you have my word, Your Maesty”
‘aond! she said simply. *See to it you do ot disappint me!

We departed shortly after, veturning to my London estate. The heavy wist ching o the
windows 45 we entered, the fire in the hall cracking siftly Deeds was waiting, as always, his
posture shraight and precise.

"Welcome home, sir,' he sdid smstily, though his sharp eves shiffed immedistely to Mildwil,
studying him carefuly. *hnd this yung gentleman is?

| placed a and on Mildwils shoulder, guiding him forward sigitly “This is Midwil He will be
staying with us. He wil be my pupil’

Deeds gpve a small vod, his expression unreadable but polite. “Very good, siv. | will lave 4 voom
prepared for him immediately’

Mikil ganced between us, his lips parting slightly, unsure how fo vespond. be finally gave 4
small vod of thanks, his wice auiet. “Thank yu'

hs Deeds led him toward the stairs, | caugnt the boys eyes for a moment.
They were Wt the same.

In the light of the hall, | saw it clear for the first fime. Wis davk brown eyes were o bnger
wholy brown. A faint ing of idlet shimmered near the 6dge of his irises, cafching the ﬁm\iglrd’
efmngolq.

| watthed him disappear up the stairs, iy thoughts il ingering on that detail Had they aways
been that cobr? Or had something changed when he spike tise words in the bdge?

| stowd for & bng while in the quiet il the faint hum of the fire the only sound, before finaly
furning toward my study.

The boys life had changed forever. hnd | wondeved if, in some smal way, 50 had wine.
Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Viscount, Naturalist, and Caretaker



The Golden Cave

The mountaing in this part of the world held a sllence different from the Siberian forests or
the Amazonian jungles. t was an ddex quiet, the kind that settled into stone and never left.
The Gueen had vequested this cave be Charted, thugh she gaie o hint of why There hud
been wo talk of velics or danger, on it sheer size and the lack of any proper maps.

For tat veason, | decided fo bring Midwil

The boy had been vestless in London, his curiosity far autweighing his years. Too montins had
passed since Sberia, and though he had adusted to ife at iy estate with surprising discipline,
there was a constant edge to him. His mind absorbed everything, his eves dways sharp, his
questions endless.

When | told him of this trip, he had only vdded, tiugh | vaticed the way his hands tigntened
sigptly at is sides. He ofill carvied that quiet weight, but here was smething safer, sometiing
| believed would teach him patience and focus without risk

“This will be diferent from Siberia' | said fo him as we prepared wur supplies that worving
'We are it hunting velics or fighting cults. We are mapping. This is quiet work, steady work
There is o danger here!

Mikwil adusted the satthel across his shoulder, his idlet-vinged ees meeting wine with quiet
determinafion. | wil do what you say. | want to learn’

The entrance t the cave was half hidden by pine and layered stne, 4 great wouth of
darkness from which cod aiv drifted steadly We stond af its threshold for a time, the lantern
light in my hand flickering as i veluctant to cross.

The first steps inside were narrow and vough, the ground itered with broken stne and
stattered puls of water that veflected our lights in fractured ripples. The dir smelled of wet
stne, heawy and ancient, and the slence was b complete that each drip of water from the
celing echoed lice a faling coin

Mildhwil folowed clse, his smaller lantern casting lng shudows against the wals. e stipped once,
crouching fo vun his fingers abng a faint line of scratthes. “These are ot from animas, he
sdid in Russian, his wice steady. *To staigt. People made these!



| knekt beside him, studying the warks. "0 travelers, pexivps) | sdid “or winers. This cave s
been lnown o somene bng before us!

We pressed further, warking our path with ok, nifing each bend and chamber as we
descended deeper. Midal write exery defal | spoke with care, his handwriting steady despite
the vough tervain

The tave widened and narrowed aguin in strange patterns, the walls ot times sminth a5 viver
stone and at other times pgged like broken glass. Stalactites hung abve us in vows, dripping in
shw, vintmic beats that echoed through the passages.

For hours we walked, the el growing sharper as we destended M times | would shp o
explin the formation of certain vock patterns, and Miwil would listen intently, his eyes brignt
with Curiosity.

Put then the walls changed

The vugh shne gave way o something sminther, simething that glimmered faintly under the
bntern light. Thin streaks of crystal lined the walls, catching the lignt and seattering i in pale
od veflections. Mikhwil veached out, his gved fingers brushing one of the crystal veins.

't gows,' he whispered

"Not on its own’ | sdid, though | frowned, for even without the lntern the crystal seemed o
hod & soft glow deep within, as if something inide 1 vremembered sunlight.

The path widened into 4 funnel large enmgh for tlree men to walk abresst, and the air
grew warmer, amost gently s, a5 it sometiing alive breatied deep within the stone.

Mikiwil glanced at we, his epression unveadable. “You feel t o
“es,' | said

We continued down the tunnel, our fwfsteps quiet against the soft laver of fine dust that
costed the stne. The deeper we went, the wore the crystal veins grew, twisting dong the
walls lice voot.

And then the passage opened



Pefore us stretthed a wast chamber, the lrgest | 1l exer seen underground. The cediing
vose 5 high that our lantern lignt could vt veach t, Nanishing into a haze of darkness.
Massive stalagmites surrunded the chamber in great gpivaiing offshmts, each of them glowing
faintly with golden light. The div shimmered with i, warm and heavy, and the dlence fet
saored, a5 tugh we I stepped int 4 place where even sund was ot permitted witout
respedt.

M the center of the chamber was a single ﬁgum.

K wan knelt in the wide of the open space, his hand carefuly brushing af the base of a
small white fower that grew dbne in the stine. He wore armor of black and white with golden
accents that caugrt the glow of the crystals, Wi posture straigit and steady as if his every
mement was deliberate.

Wis head fited slightly when he heard us approach, but he did vot vise. His eyes turned to us,
and in the faint lignt they glwed softly, glden and bright, reminding me instantly of Lexington

Mikil stpped beside we, his breatih caught in his chest.

The man boked directly af him then, his wice cam and clear, speaking in perfect Rugsian. "You
are yung to be here. But it seems this place remembers even yu'

Mikil swalbwed, his woice small. "Who are yu'

The wman returned his gaze 1o the wate flwer, is fingers brushing its delicate petals. "No
one important,' he said "only someone who fends to what is left behind

Wi eyes lifted fo me for the first time, their gow steady, plercing, et vot unkind. *“This is a
burial site. The memories of those who lived shuld never be forgutten’

The sllence ung heavy after his words, the gowing crystals shimmering faintly as i they tm
listened.

For & lng moment, | said othing, letting the auiet of the chamber linger. There was a weignt
b this place, something that demanded stilness and vespect. The wan vemdined kneeling by
the white fower, his lhand moing gently over the stne as it cleaning dust from a sacred
monument. The goden crystals tat lined the walls gimmered faintly, their lignt softening the
shadows.



Mikwil shifted beside me, his wice low and hesitant. "Burial.. of W' he asked in Russian,

The wman glanced at him briefly, his gowing eves cam, patient. ‘People;’ he sdid simply “once
they ved, Ived, fougit, and then they were gone. But memory vemaing i yu let it

"Why here,' | asked, stepping forward sligntly, my wice steady but quiet. “This place is far
from any ceftiement.”

The man boked back to the fwer. "Because they those i The ing huve always buit
monuments to their dead Some vaise stone. Some vaise sings. And some, lie these, gave
themsehes 1o the earth, lefting the stne Iold their memory. This place remembers them
betause they wanted it to

| studied him carefuly his posture perfectly composed, the golden gow of his eyes unwaering,
There Wis o weapn viear bim, 1o sign of ol or fond, a5 tiwugh he had been here for days
or pervps bnger without eed for efther.

Midail ook & step chser to him, his wice quiet but curious. "Do yu stay here aways!

The man's lips curved signtly, though net quite info 4 smile. *| come when | must. Someone
should. Too wany hune forgpiten wiat came before”

There wis simething in his fone, a heminess, as it he carvied more than just words.

| crouched sligntly, examining the gowing crystals that surounded the chamber. Their lignt was
warm, amost alive, pulsing faintly as though in vytim with the dir tself. “These crystals’ | said
they are vot wafural formations, are they'

The man loked at them briefly "Natural? Periaps once. Now they are memory What yu see
are ethoes. The shine remembers when it is asked fo!

Mikiwil crouched beside one, his smal fingers hering near its surface but it quife tuching
" feels warm' he whispered,

The man loked at him again, his wice softer now. “You hear i, do you vot. The stne gpeaks if
yu listen. K tels you what it has seen'

Mikdndil Frowned slightly, his head fiing as if he were indeed listening to sometiing beyind what
| could hear. L. think | " he said quietly " feels.. sad’



The man nodded once. “Then u understand more Hhan wost.!

| watched the boy carefully neting how his iolet-ringed eyes seemed aimost to shimmer in the
oden lignt. "Minal! | said gently, *do vot touch anytning'

Me vodded, stepping back toward we, though his gaze lingered on the crystals.

The man vose then, his mement smoatih and unburvied. Standing, he was tall and
broad-shwldered, the black and wiite armor catching the lighnt as if it hud been prlished
vecently despite the dustless div. is qolden eyes bcked with mine aguin, and for a brief
moment | felt the same strange sensation | had fel when standing before Lexingtn, a quiet
weight that was vetther hostile vor friendy, only ancient and certain,

“You have come far for simething that cannet be taken,’ he sdid
"I came onN o chart this cave,' | veplied evenly. 'l lvd vot expected fo find.. this!

We inclined his head signtly, the faintest gesture of approval “Then chart i, i yu must. But
remember this place is ot yours, vor the Queen's, nor anyne's. k bebngs to thwse who came
before, and to those who remember them”

| held Wis gaze for 4 moment, then vodded once. *| understand”

The man loked to Midwil agpin, speaking in Russian, his fone soft but carnying a strange
granity. “Take care, little one. You canry more fhan you know. The world wil ack much oF o,
and it wil ot aways be kind'

Mikdil hesitated, his omall wice auiet. "Will L. come back here.

The man Crouched sightly 50 they were eye level, his goldcn eyes bright in the chimmering
igt. "Periaps one day. But ot yet. Your path leads elsewhere!

Mildwil vodded sowly, a5 though he understod wore tian | dd

The wman vose agpin, turning back o the fower. He knelt once wore, tending to it with the
same gentle care as before, as thmgh we had ceased to exist.

| placed a and on Mildwils shouder, quiding him back toward the tunnel ‘Come. We shuld
leave him fo his work'



The by glanced back af the man one bt time, his expression unreadable, then folowed me
slently as we made our way back tirmgh the golden-lit chamber and info the narrowing
tunnels beyond

For & lng fime nelther of us spoke, the only sound the crunch of wur bt against the stone
and the fading hum of the crystals benind us.

The tunnels felt different as we vetvaced our steps. The walls o bnger seemed merely
stone. The faint streaks of crystal that lined them now fek purposeful, like veins cannying
auiet memories thrmgh the mountain. Midwil walked chse to me, his antern swinging softly, his
itlet-vinged ees veflecting the faint gold gow that lingered exen in the varrower passages.

For & bng time nelther of us gpake. The slence was heavy, but it was ot uncomfortable. I
wis 45 thugh the cave itoelf demanded quiet, as thugh words would disturb sometining that hud
been undisturbed for too bng,

t was Midwil who finaly broke i, his wice soft in Russian. "Who was he!
| glanced at him, though | kept my steps even. 'l do vt know”
The boy frowned sligntly. *He knew this place. He spike 4 it he.. cared for !

e dd | said. *Some men dewtte themseles to memory, fo tending what others forget. Periups
he is one of them'

Mikiwil loked down at the chalk warks we 1 left on the way in, folowing them with careful
steps. "He did not feel lice a man’

| stpped briefly, furning to ok at him. bis face was thoughttul, bis brow furrowed. "Wt do
Yu mean'

The boy hesitated, his words sow 45 if he were chsing them carefuly. *When he loked at
me, it was like.. he saw everything. Nof st me, but exerything | was. Everyiing | would be.
fek.. warm, but heavy. Like he knew something | dd vt

| watthed him for a g moment, then began waling again. “You e 4 good instinct, Mildhil
Never ignore it

Me vodded slignty but said vothing wore.



The dir grew coder a5 we moved Chser to the surface. The goden veins of crystal faded from
the wals, replaced by the rough grey stine we d seen before. The soft lum we had fel
deep in the Chamber was gune vow, veplaced by the auiet drip of water and the whisper of
distant wind trmugh the upper tunnels.

hs we neared the entrance, Midil spike again, his tone quiet but certain. e was ot ling'
"Moout what,' | asked

"ot vemembering,' the boy sad I could feel . The crystals.. they were like wices. Sad ones.
They wanted somene to know they were dtill there. That they lived once.”

| glanced at him, his face iluminated faintly by the bintern light. His ees seemed brignter tian
before, the idlet ving catthing the gw. “You heard them'

"Not words) he sdid quickly, shaking his head "Just feelings. Like whispers yu cannot make o,
but you still know what they mean’

| did vot answer. There wais little | could say to tht, though the idea lingered in my mind long
after we stepped back inbo the pale light of the afternon.

Outside, the air was crisp and cold, the snow untouched around the mouth of the cave. Mikhl
stood for & bng moment at the entrance, loking back into the darkness.

D0 you think we wil see him aguin he acked finaly

| adusted the strap of my pack, gancing back once wore info the shudows. "Periaps,’ | sdid
Bt if vof, that may be bor the beat”

The boy frowned sightly, but he dd vet arque. instead, he folowed 4 we made our way back
toward the forest, ur steps quiet agingt the snow.

And yet, exen as we walked away, | could vt shake the image of the wan in his black and
watte armor, kneeling by that single white fower benedth the gqolden crystals.

Whoever he was, he had not been Ning. Some memories are ot meant fo be Porgoﬂcn.

The purney back fo London was quiet, the train's steady vinytim canrying us thrugh forests
and towns that passed lice fading memories thrmgh the windows. Midwil sat opposite me, his



notebok in his bp, caretuly sketthing the shructure of the cave. bis andwriting was neat, his
dagrams precice, a testament fo how seriush he tok the tack.

“You worked well' | said, breaking the slence. For a first charting ewpedtion, yu showed
patience. That is more important than wany redlize”

Mikdil loked up briefly, his expressin cam but tiougntful *t was vot just a cave)' he said.
"o, | veplied, leaning back sightly "t was vt

The by hesttated, his fingers dfil againgt the page. *Do you think he was vight. Moot
remembering'

| loked out the window at the passing trees. '| think he was. The dead are it qone if
simeane til speaks for them, even if that someone is only stne”

Mikwils violet-vinged eyes lwered back to his ntes, thgh his wice was sifter when he
spake aguin. e oked ot we like e knew who | was. Like he il seen me before

| studied him for 4 lng moment. "Periaps he saw smething in you Or perivps he sees
everyne that way'

The boys brow furrowed sigtly, but he did not press further.

We arrived ot iy estate in the exening, the lamps diready It in the windows. Deeds was
witing in the wmain hal when we entered, his usual composed expressin softening signtly at
the sight of us.

"Welcome back, sir,' he sdd, taking my cont a5 | stepped indide. His gaze shifted fo M, who
stood quietly beside we. "hnd how was the ung master's first expedtion”

| glanced at Mikdwil, who stood stvaigiter at the aquestion. e dd well | said *Petter than |
expected He listened, learned, and saw things most would overlok”

Mikwil gave o small vod, bis wiice quiet. " was ot just seeing’ he said " was.. feeling. The
stnes were ot quiet. They were sad’

Veeds vaised a brow slignthy at that but said vothing, simply inclining his head. "k perceptive
tbservation, yung sir. Dinner will be veady shorty'



hs Midwil folowed him toward the dining voom, | vemained in the hall for & moment, remning iy
goves sbwly,

| thought of the man in black and white armor, his gaden eyes glowing softly in the lignt of
the crystals, his and gently brushing the single white fower.

He had caid it was a buridl dite, that the memories of tinse who lived should never be Forgoﬂcn
And though | had vt acked bis name, | knew there was far more to him than he alowed me
o see.

| vondered it we would meet again, tough a part of me hiped we would vot.

b | finaly stepped toward the dining voom, | heard Midhil speaking to Deeds in quiet Russian,
his tone soft but certain. *| want to learn more,' he sdid " want to understand places lice tit.
The man sad the workd remembers. | want fo remember o'

| alowed myself a faint smile at that. The boy was aready on the vight patih
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The Hunt For the %hala

The morning dir was cool and otil, wist curling bw over the estate grounds as we prepared to
depart. The carriage wited at the gate, the rses anifting vestless as Deeds stud at the
doorway, his glved hands casped bekind his back. bis expressin was as composed as always,
trough | caugnt the faintest shadow of concern in his eves as he lked at Midwil standing
beside me.

You bnve exerything yu vieed, Deeds said, his tone cam but weighted

As much as we can bring,' | veplied *“The Gueen has vequested this besst be lilled This is
the price for Midwilts entry info Three Portlands, and | intend to meet her request

Deeds vodled once but kept s gpze on Midral You il sten to vim he sad, switching o
Russian for the boys sake. "hnd yu will come back”

Midil adusted the strap of his satchel and vodded quickly "1 will' he said, his wice quiet but
steady.

Deeds's eyes siffened slignty before veturning to we. "hnd if | may offer one thing, dir..
greaness is ot only measured by wat you bring back. t is do medsured by what yu leave
behind"

| inclined my head sightly ab thatf, though the boy seemed fo take it more sexiously than | ud
expected He glanced at Deeds thoughtfuly, as if furning the words wver in his mind, before |
placed a hand gently on his shoulder.

“Time to 4, Mkl | aid.

The boy gmie Deeds one bast quick vd, and we buarded the carriage. ks we passed Hhrough
the gates, | loked back once to see Deeds dfill standing there, his sharp figure outlined agpingt
the wist, watching until we were qone.

The purney siuth was bng. We traveled by carvisge to the const, then by ship, and then
acnss g stretches of dey saanna and tangled jungle until we veached the edge of the
ilage. Midal oot chse to me for most of the trip, his vilet-ringed eves brignt with curiosity,
his auestions coming more often the cliser we came to our destination.



"Wint kind of beast is 1) he asked in Russian as we vode thrugh a shretth of dense forest.

Repurts wary' | sdid, keeping my gaze on the tral “The villagers cal i Bhaa Some say it is
a lon, dthers say it is simething far larger, a great cat with iory-coored fur that gows in
moonlignt. There are shries that it drags oken info the jungle withuut leaing a sund. Whether
it is only & predator or something shranger, we wil see son engh’

The boy frowned sigrty. "hnd you wil al !

"f it can be driven off, | will ot kil ' | said "But if it Hareatens lives, we do wWhat we must.
That is what we are here for'

Me vodded at that, his gaze dropping briefly fo the weapon across my bap. | had brougit my
Sharps rifle, the bng barvel polished and olled, ts stock worn smaoth from years of use. Midwil
studied i curiously, though he had seen me clean it many times at the estate.

"t i like your pishl’ he sad quietly.

' a way' | said “The vounds | use in this are the same. Redity is ot 4 vigid as most believe,
Mikdnail. & weapon i vt just steel and powder i you kvow how to shipe Wit passes tirugh
It But it is not something to vely on foo much. knowledge and patience are better weapons
than any vifle”

The boy vodded again, Hhough his curinsity vemained

We arvived ot the vilage ot dusk. The settlement sat in a wide clearing surounded by dense
Jungle, the uts made from woven reeds and clay, smoke vising gently from conking fires.
Chiliren paused in their play fo stare af us, and the aduks watched with a quiet, lopetul
Caution.

The elder met us at the center of the vilage. Me was an older man with deep lines in his

face and sharp, tived eyes. He greeted us with 4 firm vod 4s | switthed to his lnquage, which
| ad learned bng ap.

You have come for the Bhila' he said, his wice bw.
Yes! | said. "We wil do wiat we can o end this!

bis gaze mved to Midwil, his brow furvowing sligntly “The boy is yung'



"He is learning,’ | said camly "He wil stay chse and folow my inshructions!

The elder caid vothing more, only vodded and gestured for one of the younger men o lead us
to the It prepared for us.

hs we folowed, Mikdwil boked avound, Wi expression thgittul “They are afvad! he said quietly
in Russian.

Yes,' | caid "k ilage that s st tw much aways is!
We hesitated before asking, "row many s it taken'
"Bnough that they sent for help from a world away’ | veplied, keeping my fone even.

Tt vigit, affer we ate the foud offered fo us, we sat outside our It near the fire. The
sunds of the jungle filed the dir, strange birds caling from the trees, and the firelight
fickered across Midwils yung face.

| placed my Sharps vifle across my lap and boked at im carefuly You wil carry my pishl
tomorvow, | caid. "onl use it i you must. i wil work the same way it dways s, but the firet
lesson of any hunter is vestraint!

Mikiwil blinked, his expression caughnt between pride and seviousness. "I will ot waste it
| kow! | caid. “You are auick to learn!

He loked at the fire, his brow furvowed sigrtly. “You said before that a great adventurer is ot
Just someone W finds Hings. What dd yu mean’

| watthed the fames for 4 bng moment before answering. ') great alverturer and a great
naturadlist are ot measured only by what they discover or kil They are medsured by wiat

they leave behind. Helping those wo need it is more important than any discovery. Humanity
matters most, Midmil Never forget that”

The boy boked up at me then, his itlet-vinged ees veflecting the firelight, and he vdded
shwly, his wice auiet but certain. "l will remember

| vodded back, satisfied, before oking out toward the dark line of the ungle where the Bila
waited,



Tomorrow, the hunt would begin.

The sun vose pale and heawy wer the ngle, its light bleeding tirmgh the wist that hung low
wer the vilage. The dir carvied the faint scent of wet leaves and distant fowers, but beneatin
it ingered something else, an unesse that weighed on every vilager W moved through the
Clearing that morning. Their eyes folowed us a5 we prepared for the lunt, some lopeful,
tthers vesigned, as tugh they doubted exen now that anytining could shp the Biwla

| checked the mechanism of my Sharps vifle, the prlished barvel catthing the early lignt.
Mikdail stood nearby, hoking my voling block pistol carefuly in both hands. His epression was
seris, his small fingers steady despite the weight of the weapon.

"Ceep t hstered unless u must use ' | said fo him in Russian.
"I know, he answered quietly, his eyes nexer leaing the tree line.

The elder approached, his steps sbw but purpaseful. His sharp exes iingered on the rifle
before turning fo me. “The Bla came agoin two vights past) he sdid in his language. " fook
one of the cattle and left o sound only prints in the earth vemdined’

| vodded. "We wil begin there!
The elder hesttated, his gaze dhifting briefly to Mikiwil “This is o lunt for 4 boy'
"He learns quickly' | veplied exenly. "hnd he wil stay chse fo me!

The eler gave a short vd, then gestured for one of the lunters to quide us. K fall man with
4 star dong his jaw stepped forward, canryjing a bng spear with a steel fip that glinted faintly
in the sun. He introduced himself as ande, his wice low and exen, his expression caim but
marked by the weigit of someone wo had iived tm bng on the edge of fear.

We left the ilage son after, the narrow pathh leading us into the dense ungle. The dir grew
thicker a5 we moved, the sound of the vilage fading until only the quiet lum of insects and the
vustle of distant leaves vemained The scent of the forest was vich and damp, full of wet earth
and growing things, but beneath t lingered the faint tang of sometiing animal, sharp and
Wrong,



Kande led us 1 a clearing where the ground dipped into soft mud Large prints pressed deep
into the sl wider than wmy paim and bnger than any natural cat | 1ad ever tracked The
marks were fresh, the edges dfill sharp.

Mikiwil crouched beside one, studying i with careful exes. 't is huge, he sdid in Russian,
guncing up aF me. *Bigaer than 4 lon’

Yes, | sdid quietly, kneeiing beside him. *hnd ok here | piinted to the edges of the print
where faint gromes cut thrugh the mud "Claws. Lang and curved. The weight is distributed
strangel as well. t moves differently than wost cats. Periups it des ot stalk the way they
o’

Kande Crouched nearby, his spear vesting across his knees. “The Bhaa does vot vun like other
beasts) e said in his language. "t woves quickly but without sound. Some say it can climb the
trees and drop from them'

Mikwils eyes widened sightly af that, tough he kept his wice steady. 't is hunting clever!
Nery clever,' | sad "t chmses when o be seen and when it fo be!

We folowed the tracks for hours, weaing tirmgh tangled vots and bw-anging ines. The
ungle seemed fo grow quieter the further we went, the usual calls of birds and insects fading
until only our foststeps disturbed the dtiliness.

M one piint, we came upon the vemains of a lirge antebpe dragged partialy info the
undergrowtih. The carcass was torn open with predise strength, the flesh shripped clean in
places, the bines spiintered as though crushed by something far hemier than any cabs bite.

Mikdwdil stared ot t for & bng moment, is iet—vinged eves reflecting the dim lignt under the
canpy. "t ks fact he said softy.

"Wd edats faster,' | replied “The way the vibs are broken.. it was vot just feeding  was
bredking them apart t get at the warvow. That means it needs wore than meat. i needs
what is inside the bone."

Kande's grip tightened slignty on his spear. “The Bindla Kills ot just for fond Sometimes it
lemies the budes. b if i enpys it



We med on, the tracks leading deeper info the ungle where the dir grew hemier and the
canpy blocked most of the light. Mikwil stayed cose, his small lands nexer straying far from
the hilstered pistil Every <0 often, he would glance to me, his expression thoughtful vather
than afvaid,

M bist, we veached 4 vidge overloking a shalow stream where the tracks circled before
Wanishing info the dense brush beyond. | crouched bw, studying the ground. There were more
prints here, sime erlapping, sime twisting strangel as thiugh the creature had turned
shavply in place.

"t was here vecently' | sad "Peviaps dil is!
Mikiwil Inet beside we, his wice bare a whisper. *Do you think it knows we are folowing.

| glanced at the tangled brush anead, the sllence of the ungle pressing down like a weight.
“es,' | said finally "I think it s known for come fime!

The ungle pressed in around us, thick and ofil, the dir heavy enough fo make each breath
feel measured. The ridge where we crouched wevloked a shalow stream winding tirwgh the
trees, it surface broken only by drifting leaves. The tracks of the Bl circled the water,
pressing deep inb the aft mud, sharp clan marks cutting through the sl

We wited in slence, vande crouched a few paces away with his spear veady, his eyes
scanning the trees. Midwil knelt chse beside me, his violet-ringed eyes fived on the brush
acnss the shream. We held the pishl carefuly, botih hands wrapped around the grip, but his
finger stayed clear of the trigger just as | had taugit bim.

"Patience,’ | whispered in Russian. "We are here to understand before we act. Watch Listen”
The boy gave 4 short nod, his eyes vever leaing the clearing

The jungle grew quicter dfill as it exery INing thing sensed what approached. Then, from the
dense wall of green across the shream, a shadow moved

The Bl stepped inbo view.

t was larger than any natural predator | ad ever seen, tts budy ng and lean but heavy with
corded muscle. ks fur was pale iory, alimost wite, catching what litle: sunlight broke through



the canopy and veflecting it faintly, making i seem to shimmer with its own light. s shwulders
moved with 4 sbw, voling power, and its claws sank deep info the mud with every step.

Put it was its ees that held me. They were vt like a cats. They were a deep gplden
amber, o bright, to inteligent, scanning the trees with delberate care. This was o windess
kiler. t was a hunter that chose when to strike.

Mikwil's breath caugit softly, is grip fightening on the pishl " is.. beautiful’ he whispered

Yes, | murmured, keeping my Sharps vifle steady "And dangerous. Lok how i moves. I does
ot vush. It knows it is safe here!

The Bhala bwered its head fo the stream, drinkiV\g shwly. It ears twitthed af exery faint
sund, its musles tensing and velaking with each sbow mement.

Kande leaned chse, speaking bow in is linguage. "t s kiled thee this week. I we do ot
shrike, it will kil agin’

"ot et | said fivmly, keeping my eyes on the beast. "We need to understand how it hunts,
Rushing in blind would be fodish"

The B lifted ts head suddenly, water dripping from its jaws. s ears swiveled, its qolden
exes stannivg the vidge where we hid For a ling moment it stared divectly foward us, though |
knew we had ot made a sound.

Mikwil froze, hiding his breath, his omall frame perfectly ol

The beast sniffed the dir, it gaze lingering on our position. Then, shwly, it stepped back into
the brush, its movement almost sllent despite its size.

When i wis gone, the jungle shwly veturned 1o its usual lum, though the weight of its
presence lingered

Mikiwil let ot the breath he had been lding, his wice quiet. " knew we were here!”
Yes,' | caid, bwering my vifle. "Wnd it dd vot vun because it does vot fear us!

Kande frowned, his grip tightening on his spear. “Then how db we kil wiat does vt fear”
"ot with vushing,' | aid “This will take patience. I is vot just an animal I thinks



Mildal loked at me, his face sevious. 'So we think more.
| dlowed myself a faint omile af Hhat. "Exacty”

We vemadined there for some time, stuling its tracks, woting the pafterns of its movement
before waking wur way back toward the vilage as the sun began to set. The ngle shadows
stretthed bng and deep, and | could vot shale the feeling that smewnere in that dense
green, the Bivla was watthing us fill, wating,

The ilsge grew auiet a5 vight settled, the fires burning ow and the soft muriur of wices
tading a5 the peple retreated to their huts. The dir fekt heavy, the kind of dtillness that
precedes simething inevitable. | sat outside our hut, cleaning my Shavps rifle by the lignt of a
bintern while Mildwil watched chsely, the pistil vesting in his lp.

"We wil vot find it by chwsing 1) | sdid in Rugsian, my wice bw but steady. “The Bhwla chmses
when fo hunt, not us. o we will make it chose here!

Mikiwil's exes folowed the shw mvement of the cleaning chih aguinst the vifie's barrel "We
will make a trap

"k lure," | corvected “The trap will be the ground we chmse. tt s patterns, and patterns can
be used against . Predafors are clever, but hunger aways wins in the end'

The boy vodded, thugnthul "What wil we use”

"Goats,' | said. “The elder wil lend us two. We wil place them near the stream, where it hunts
most often. nd we will wait”

Mikwil hesttated, glancing toward the jungle where the dark trees swayed faintly in the vight
breeze. "t wil come.”

"t will' | caid simply “The Biwla is a hunter. I will not ignore edsy prey’
The biy tigntened his grip sligntly on the pishol "hnd if it is tm fast”

| met his exes, the firelignt veflecting faintly in the vidlet ving around them. *Then you do
evactly as | taugit you You breathe, you wait, and you fire ony when yu must. Trust your
patience. That will save ou more than the pistl”

Me gave a short vod, his small shoulders straightening,



We med before dawn, taking tande and two of the vilage hunters with us. The goats were
tied ear the stream where we had seen the Bl tracks the day before. The animals
shiffed nerwusly, their eyes wide as thugh they could dvealy sense simething approaching,

| placed Ml vear a thick tree trunk overloking the clearing, cruching beside him a5 |
seanned the area. "Stay bow' | said quietly. Do vot move unless | fell you to. Wafch how it
approaches.

Mikhil adsted his old on the pistol, noding,

ande and the other hunters wited a short distance away, their spears veady, their eyes
fired on the brush

The jungle grew quiet again, tiat same tense stilness faling wver exerything. Minutes passed,
then an hour, the sun climbing sbwly, the light cutting through the canopy in thin, broken
beams.

Then the dlence shifted.

Leaves vustled lignty from the far gide of the clearing, soft enough that it could Iave been
wind, but there was o wind in that heawy dir. The quats shifted, bleating nevvusly, their
honies straping the dirt.

The Bl &M&rgod shwl from the brush

ks ory fur caugnt the sunlight, gowing faintly in the green shade, ts golden ees beked
immediately on the quats. It moved bw and delberate, its shlders vippiing with quiet power.
Every step was medsured, its claws ginking info the earth withot 4 sound,

Mikwil's breatih hitthed softly beside me, but he stayed dtill his grip firm
"Watch,' | whispered. ‘Learn how it moves!

The beast crept cser, circling slighty, testing the dir. s gaze ficked briefly toward the
trees, and for 4 moment i shipped, it ears twitching as i scanned the ungle avound .

t knew.

The Bhaas head ifted slightly, and in an instant, i woved



The creature nged, but vot af the qats. ts budy twisted sharply, leaping instead toward the
trees where ande and the hunters crouched t mved 50 quickly that i seemed to blur,
Craching thrugh the brush with a snarl that shook the clearing,

"Cande, wmove" | shouted, vaising the Sharps rifle.

The hunters scattered, spears vaised, but the Bla was diveady among them, its massive claws
sbishing thrgh the div. one of the hunters fell with a cry, blond streaking the leaves a5 the
beast turned, teeth bared,

Miil stood then, bis pishl steady despite the chas. His iolet-ringed ees narrowed, and for a
briet woment, | san sometiing in him | ad vot seen before a sharp focus that was far dder
than his years.

"Wait for it to shop)" | caid sharply, leveling the rifle. *Do ot waste the st

The Bhda turned agpin, lunging toward Cande, W vaised his spear desperately | exled, my
finger tigntening against the trigger.

The vifle cracked

The vound struck the ground just in front of the besst, warping the dir with 4 faint shimmer

a5 vealty bent for a fracton of a second The Bhula vecaled, leaping back with a quitural
snarl, it claws tearing int the earth as it twisted away from ande.

"Mikdhwl, ow"

The boy fived, the crack of the pishl sharp agingt the clearing. The vound shruck the dirt
near the beast's hind legs, shimmering briefly before forting the ground fo shift unnaturally
beneath t. The Bhla stumbled, ts balance breaking for only 4 heartbeat, but i was enugh

It snarled once, its qplden eyes burning as it loked directly af us. Then, with a powerful leap, it
bounded back into the ungle, vanishing into the thick brush as auickly as it Inad come.

The clearing grew sllent again except for the heavy breathing of the hunters. ande bwered
his spear sbwly, his chest rising and faling with sharp breaths.

Mikil bwered the pistil, his siall ands shuking slignty ow that the woment Iad passed. e
looked at me, his wice auiet. “We did ot kil it



"No' | said, lwering the vifle. "But we made it vetreat. And now we know lhow it moves.

The boy swalowed, his eyes bwering briefly to the disturbed dirt where the B had stod. 't
looked at us. It knew who stopped it

Yes,' | caid "hnd it will ot forget!

The jungle around the ilage felt heaier that night, the air thick with a stilness that even
the insects seemed to vespect. Fires burned bw in the clearing, the vilagers iuddied cose o
them, their wices hushed 45 they whispered prayers to spirits they hoped migit protect them.
The Bhvla hwd vt fled far after the failed ambush. t had stayed close.

| ot vear the largest of the fires, my Sharps rifle vesting across my bip. Midwil sat beside
me, his small hands carefull cleaning the pistil as | had taugit him, his movements precice
despite the tengion in the dir. bis vilet-ringed eyes stayed fived on the ungle's edge, his ears
devt to exery faint vustle.

't i wafthing' he caid in Russian, his wice bw but certain.

Yes, | sdid, my gaze oweeping the dark tree line. "Wnd it is learning We forced i fo vetved,
and vow it wil test us before it strikes!

Kande approached quietly, his spear in nand, his expression grim. “The catfle are vestless) he
séid in his own language. 't waits for us to grow tired I knows we canmt watch forever”

"t will ot wait long," | caid. “The Bhala wil strike when it thinks we are weakest. That will be
its mistake.'

The iligers kept chse b the fires as we prepared Cande and the oher hunters took their
posttions ang the odter edge of the clearing, while Midwil and | stayed near the center, the
better to move quickly if it chse to come trmgh the huts.

Wours passed The fires burned lower, the igit deepening, the shadiws stretehing bng
between the huts. The illagers' fear pressed inbo the dir like a Ining thing,

Then the dlence broke.

K shavp ory gpit the vignt from the far dide of the clearing, folowed by the heawy crash of
simething large moing Hhvough the brush. The quats penned near the edge bleated in panic
before the sound of wond splintexing filled the air.



Kande shuted, his hunters vushing toward the wise, spears vaised. | stood immediately, vaising
my vifle, Ml moning to my side with the pistil drawn.

"Stay close,’ | said sharply "Do vet vun unless | tell yu fo!

The Biwla burst from the dariness in a flash of ivory fur, ts qlden eyes burving bright in
the firelight. t mved with tervifying speed, leaping past the unters and inbo the clearing, its
masse claws tearing deep info the earth as it landed. Vilagers screamed and seattered, the
beasts head snapping toward them, its muscles cling as it prepared to strike.

| vaised the vifle and fired The crack spit the div, the vound stviking just anead of i, bending
the ground as the veaity-warping vound shimmered The Piula twisted mid-step, snariing, but it
kept moing, darting toward the vearest hut where two villagers had fallen i panic.

"Mikdhal, ow"

The boys eyes narrowed, his hands steady despite the Chas. He dimed vot at the beast, but at
the ground just before i, the way | had shown him. The pistil cracked, the dir shimmering as
the ground beneath the Bhla shifted unnaturaly, sending its claws sliding 4 ts weignt
collapsed forward

It voared, thrashing, and Cande vushed in with Wis gpear, shriking hard at its flank. The spear
ganced off its thick hide, but i gave the vilagers enough time to scramble fo safety

The Bl furned sharply, its claws bishing out, and vande barel volled aside a5 it slashed
thnough the dirt where he had stood

| fived agpin, the vound striking ts shoulder. The shimmer of warped space vippled acrss its
fur for an ingtant before i leapt back, snariing, its qlden eyes bcking on me and then on
Mikdhwil

The boy dd vot finch. We stwd his ground, breathing sowly, st a5 | had faught bim

The B bwered its head, growling, ts muscles tencing as it 1o leap again. Then, as quickly
as it had come, it turned sharply and bounded back into the jungle, anishing info the darkness
with 4 gingle powerful leap.



The clearing fell slent agin except for the vagged breatiing of the vilagers. vande leaned
0N his spear, i chest vising and faling as he loked af me. "t wil come again he sdid, his
wice steady but grim.

Yes,' | caid, bwering the vifle. "But vow it knows we are ot edsy prey’

| turned fo Midwil The boy dtill held the pishl steady, his nands trembling only sigity vow Hat
the danger had passed. His inlet-vinged eves stayed on the jungle where the beast had

\anished

“You did well" | said, crouching slightly o we were exe level ou thought before yu fired You
dimed where it mattered most. That saved lives tonight!

Mikwil's gaze shitted to me, his wice quiet. 't is ofill alive.”
"For vow | caid "But it wil ot give us another chance. Next time i will not vun’
The boy modded shwly, his expression sevious. “Then next fime we end it

| loked toward the dark tree line, listening o the distant quiet of the jungle. Yes) | sdid softly
"Newt fime we end it

The vight pressed heawy upin the jungle, the air thick with slence that seemed to Wil its
breatih Fires burned bow in the \ilage, the peple hudded chse, their wices hushed as if even
speaking tw ludy might draw the Bl to them. We had prepared for this, but preparation
meant litle aguinst sometiing that could think as i hunted

Kande stwd at my side near the edge of the Clearing, his spear gripped tignth in his calbused
hands, his jaw set with grim vesoe. Midwil crouched just behind me, the pishl held chse o his
Chest, his inlet-vinged eyes scanning the tree line with the same sharp patience | ad seen
in him before.

The jungle whispered oy once before the attack

The Bhla burst from the dark brush in a flash of ory, moing with & speed that defied its
massive size. ts qlden eves boked instantly on ande, wo I stepped forward, vaising his
spear just as the beast lunged

"ande, mone” | cshouted, but it was too late.



The Bhda struck, its claws swiping with fervifing precision. Kande wanaged fo deflect the
first blow withh the shuft of his spear, but the second came faster, tearing thnugh the woud
and trowing him to the ground,

| did vot think. | moved,

The Sharps rifle fell from my hands as | vushed forward, saber drawn in one Fuid wotion.
Instinct, vt thougit, drove me a5 | cosed the distance between us. The beast bomed over
Kande, its claws vaised for the liling shrike.

| swung, the blade flashing in the dim light, cutting deep into its flank. The Bhala voared,
twisting sharply fo face me, ts massive claws slashing in vetalistion. | stepped back st enugh,
the edge of its strike grazing my coat a5 | held my ground

"Mikdil, now!" | barked, keeping the beasts attention on me.

The boy vose from his crouch, his hands steady despite the chms. He dimed low, just anead of
the beast as it shifted ts weight to strike again. The pistil cracked, the dir snimmering as the
veality-warping vound distorted the ground beneath the Bhalas front paws,

The beast stumbled, its claws sinking awkwardy info the warped eartih | tok the opening,
stepping forward despite the weignt of it fury, driving the saber upward info its chest with dl
the strength | could muster.

The Bhila voared, tharaching, but | pressed the blade deeper, twisting as its massive bady tried
fo chuke me off. tts claws swiped past my shoulder, catching the edge of my coat, fearing
tabric and skin diie, but | did vot let gp.

"Mikdil, aggin®” | called

The boy fired a second time, striking near the beast's hind legs, warping the ground again and
sendng ts baance fakering. The Phla colapsed to one knee, it gden eyes flashing with
vage a5 | wrenched the saber free and swung agin, this time across its ek

The blade bit deep, cutting thrugh mustle and sinew. The voar Hhat folowed was short and
quitura, ending in & heavy, final breatih. The beast swayed once before colapsing o the
ground, its massive bady shaking the earth as it fel dfil

The jungle fell slent except for the heavy breatiing of those wo stwd around us.



| stepped back sbwly, my saber dripping dark blod, my chest rising and faling with sharp
breaths. Lande pulled himself to his feet, his spear broken, his face marked with bth chack
and gratitude.

You saved me,' he sdid quietly his wiice bw and certain.

| ook my head, wiping the blade clean on the grass. "Ny wortal man would do the same for
his felow. Nothing more”

Kande Wked ot me for a bng woment before speaking aggin. "No generation of this vilage wil
forget Wt you have done. The spirits of our ancestors watthed tonight. They have seen the
warvior that ives in yur heart”

| sheathed the saber, my wice cam and exen. | am o warvior. | am only a naturalist and an
aenturer. The beast wis a danger, and | dd wat had to be done.”

Mikail approached aietly, is pishl dfill in land, his yung face serius but steady | looked ot
him, placing a hand on bis shoulder. “You dd wel, Midil. Your shots saved ande, and they gove
me the chance o end it. Remember this. & great hunter is not one who kils abne, but one
who protects others.”

The boy vodded swly, his wice auiet but firm. "I wil remember”

| gmie bis sholder a veassuring squeeze before oking back af the fallen B, its iory coat
now stained dark againgt the ol

"t is finished, | said

Kande stwd straigrter, his gaze turning toward the illage. 't is finished, and they will ging of
wu, Lord Blackwood No chid born here wil forgc’r Wur name."

| only shook iy head at that, furning toward the path back. "Let them remember the lives
saed, ot the man who held the blade. That i what mafters”

Mikdwil folowed cse bekind we, his violet-ringed eyes lingering on the beast one last time
before he, tm, turned back foward the village.

The worning after the hunt, the vilage std quiet. Smoke vose gently from the cokdng fires,
and the usudl wices of the chiliren were hushed The Bhalas bady by vear the edge of the
Jungle where we had placed t, its iory coat dfill striking even in deatn. Villagers gathered



avound 1, some wafthing with veverence, others with a quiet awe, as if they feared i might
Yise agpin.

| stood apart from them, my saber sheathed, my hands vesting on the hit as | loked at the
falen beast. s qden eyes were chsed vow, and the great by that had once moved with

such tervifying power lay dfil, no bnger a tervor, only a memory Midwil came fo stand beside
me, his wice soft in Russian.

You ave sal he sdd quietly

Yes,' | answered, my exes il on the beast. "t hunted because that was what i wag born to
do. It was vot exil, ol a creature of instinct. Every life it tok was surival fo i, but that does
not wake tse nes less wortiy of being remembered"

| bowed wy head slightly and chsed my eyes for a4 moment. "or the beast | said softly. "hnd for
tuse i chimed May vether be forgetten

Mikdwdil bwered his head a5 well, Wling the pishl chse to his chest as if in vespect. We stnd
there in glence for 4 time, lefting the moment bebng o the dead

When | findly stepped back, vande approached, his spear in hand. His expression was o
bnger grim but thugittul, s wice quieter than | had heard it before. You are ditferent from
tther lunters, he sdd in his language. “They Kl and leave, but you.. you o sllence for wiat
yu take. The ancesors wil see this”

| gaie bim a small vod. & naturdist learns o vespect what he studies, exen when he must
end its life. The Bhaa lived as it was meant fo. I deserves that much!

Kande glanced at the beast before bking back at me. “The nillage wishes you o take its pelt.
ki tradtion for the one wWho slays 4 great danger to carry 4 part of I away, ot 45 4 trophy
but 45 4 veminder that life was given s others could ive!

| hesttated for a woment before incining my head. “Then | will accept, for that reason done!

The hunters began their work, remning the pelt with great care as it afvaid to disnonor the
beast exen in death

| turned then foward the \illage, where the peaple were beginning fo move with more life
than they Iad in days. But exen with the danger qane, | did ot leave immedtely



The Queen's vequest had been fulfilled, yet Deeds's words echoed in my wind Greatness is
medsured by Wt yu leave bevind The vilage hud surived the beast, but i dtill shruggled
The nearest clean water was o0 far, a daly burden for those who lived here. So | stayed

With ande's help and the strngest of the vilagers, we worked for three days digging near
the center of the settlement. The ground was stubborn, the il heavy, but with patience and
caveful knowledge of the land, we found Wit we sought.

The first vush of clean water bubbled up into the Inlowed space on the worning of the
fourth day. The vilagers cheered, chidren van o dip their hands info i, and for the first time
dnce we arrived, | heard bugiter in the clearing,

Mikiwil stood beside me, watthing them with quiet wonder. bis hands were stained with dirt, his
hair dusted with earth, but bis smile was small and genine.

“This is wWhat | meant, Midwil’ | sdid in Russian, vesting a and on his shoulder. " great
aventurer and naturdist is ot measured by Wt he takes or what he Kls. I is measured by
Wt he leaves behind Saing ies, ging back.. that matters more than any hunt!

The boy boked up at me, his vinlet-vinged eyes shining in the sunlignt. | understand vow.
Humanity matters most”

| vodded. "Yes. Remember Hhat always!

Kande approached, his spear o bnger in his hands, his expression lignter than | 1ad seen i
You came to il 4 beast, but you gme us far wore. You huve left this ilage better thn yu
found it. We will honor it as we honor you, Lord Blackwond.

| g him & faint omile. " they do, let them vremember the wel, nit we. The water wil keep
them dive bng after | am gone.’

Kande smiled back, tugh his ees tid me he did net believe iy words.

hs the sun dipped bw, | boked once more foward the jungle, bwing wy head signtly for the
B and those i had taken. Then | turned back to the vilage, where Midwil stod waiting,
the boy dready learning what wattered wost.

The purney back fo England was aquieter than the one that had taken us to Mrica The
vllagers ad gathered to see us off, lining the edge of the clearing as we baded the carriage



tat would fake us to the cmst. The newy dug wel stood full in the sunlight, and the lughter
of children echoed faintly as they filed their jars with water.

Kande approached before we left, cannyjing the folded pek of the Bl wrapped carefull in
wen cloth. He held it out with bath hands, his expression solemn,

“Take this with yu, Lord Blackwond” he caid "Not as a trophy, but as a memory of Wt was
done heve. t wil vemind you of the lives it once tok, and the lives yu saved"

| accepted it with a signt vod, tucking it into the carviage. “Thank you. | wil keep it a5 such’

Mikiwil stood beside me, watching the nillagers wave a5 we left. His expression was tiwughttul
amost distant, a5 it il furing wer everything he had learned

We spike litle during the bng days of travel back across the savanna and onto the ship bund
for London. The sea aiv was sharp, the endess horizon stretching ot as the ship cut through
the waves. Midwil sat beside me on the deck one evering, the sun sefting in streaks of
orange and qpld

You are auiet, | said in Russian, vesting my hands on the vall

| am thinking,' he sdid softly. "Moout Wit you sdid Tt being a great adventurer is vot about
kiling, but about leming things better. | want to do that tm”

| boked at him, the faint wind tugging at Wi naiv. “You aready hune. Those shots you fired saved
Kande's life. hnd you worked beside me to dig that wel. You ave learning faster than |
etpected’

The boy gaie a smal omile, thugh he dfill boked out o the water. "o you think the gpirits
vealy wafched us, lice vande said"

"Perivps) | sad, watthing the sun gink into the horizon. "out even if they dd, i does ot
change Wiy we do these things. We do them because it s vight, ot because someane is
M’rching."

Mikiwil vodded sowly, bis small hands gripping the vaiing. “Then | wil keep ding them, exen if
m e remembers me!

| loked at him for a bng woment before placing a hand on his shoulder. *That, Midil, is wiat
wil make you a better man than wost”



We arvived ot my estate sexeral weeks later. The carvisge pulled up to the front steps, the
sky mer London grey and famiiar. Deeds stud witing af the door, a5 precice and composed 4s
dways, Hgh his exes lingered on the boti of us a5 we stepped ot

"Welcome home, ir,' Deeds said exenly, taking my coat a5 | stepped inside. His sharp eyes
moved to Midwil, who carvied the wrapped pelt careful in his arms. "And low was Africa'

"Productive,’ | said simply, vemming iy glves. “The Gueen wil e her vequest fulfiled The
Phla will trouble vo one again’

Deeds's gaze dhifted to the pek, his brow lifting slignty. *The vilagers gave you tit, sir!
Yes, | veplied i gift of vemembrance, ot pride”

Deeds vodded signtly, his expressin siftening by a fraction as e turned fo Midail "hnd ypu,
wing waster, dd yu learn what yu hoped !

Mikil straightened, his wice quiet but certain. “Yes. h great aventurer is vot great because
of what he llls. It is because of what he leaves behind’

Deeds's mouth curved into the faintest smile, a rare ewpression for him. “Then it seems Mrica
has taugt you wore than wost schodls could”

Mildwil glanced ot we, his smal smile watthing Deeds's for ust 4 moment before he turned
back toward the bl

hs Deeds led him to his voom, | vemained in the main hal for 4 moment, the faint lum of the
fireplace filng the aquiet. My eyes lingered briefly on the foded pelt vesting near the door
before | furned away

The viligers would remember the wel, and that wis enough
Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Vistount, Naturalist, and Hunter 0f The Bl



The \Nalcow\img Home

The morning wag el and brigit as our carvisge passed thnough the quiet streets of London
foward Buckingam. The mist clung bow to the ground, and though the sun had bequn to climb, i
dd litle to chase away the early chil Mkl sat beside me, his psture straight and bis
ilet-vinged eyes cam but thougittul, his hands folded neatly in bis lap. be had grown much
dince Sberia, and vet, sitting there, he sl oked very young

Deeds had ingisted the carviage be immaculate for the ist, thwugh he himself vemained behind
at the estate, his final vords to Mikdil meacured but kind " The Gueen is mot to be impressed
by boli words, yourg master. Listen before yu speak. She aiready krows you, and she wil krow
if yu bave learned from your fime away"

The boy ad vodded at tiat, and vow, 45 we stepped thrugh the great doors of the palace, |
felt o hestation in his mvements. The attendants led us tirmgh the s, their buts eching
agpinst polished stone, until we veached the Queen's private study

The durs opened, and she sat waiting as she always did, her pasture sharp and deliberate, the
weignt of the Crown in hexr every motion. She loked first af me, then af the boy Her gaze
siftened only signtly when it landed on him.

"Miwil" she sdid, her tone even but with 4 trace of approval “ou have returned”

The boy stepped forward, bowing sligntly in that careful way he had practiced. *Yes, Your
Magsty' he sdid in clear, if otil accented, English

Mer sharp eves studied him You hune grown. Lord Blackwnd tells me yu played o smal part
in bringing down the Brala Tell me, was that his doing, or yours'

Mikwil hesttated only briefly before answexing. "Botih, Your Majesty. | dd what he taugnt we!

The Queen's lips curved ever 5o slightly ' careful answer. You learn quicky" She turned her
gpze 1o we. "nd the matter of the beast is settled"

"t is, Your Majesty”, | said, bowing my head sigtly “The vilage wil o bnger suffer from its
presence. Ad there is a new well in their squave. t wil outlast any memory of me



Her eyes nanowed sligntly ot that, tough there was the faintest trace of approwl in her
expresson. "k naturdists wind fo the end | etpected o less’ She paused, her gaze shifting
aqpin to the boy “The boy You wish him trained propery?

| do" | said. "His power is growing. Without quidance, it will be wasted or worse. Deer Colege
can gie him What | cannot”

The Queen wais slent for 4 moment, her fingers steepled together. Her sharp gaze moved
once more to Midil, woo stoud Sfil under her soriing

You lune dways chosen yur fights carefuly, Lord Blackwond she said ab last. “You lonow wiat
the Order thinks of sending our own fo Three Portlands. But yu lave earned much frust, and
| e seen the by before. | believed he wight grow into sometiing valusble.  seems you are
proing we vignt!

She ked back to Mikwil *Do vot wagte this chance, childl The Crown does vot often grant
such favors

" will vot" Mildwil said, his wice cevtain.

The Queen gave 4 short nod, her evpression unreadable. “Then yu will have access. You leave
torigit. But understand, Blackwond, that this gift carvies weignt. | will call upon yu agin, and
when | do, | expect the same vesults yu have always given me!

You have my word, Your Majesty’ | said

‘awd, she sdid, veturning hex attention fo the papers on her desk. “You may qp. The gates wil
open for you at dusk. Do vot be late!

Py evening, the mist hd thickened over the countryside where the Crown's crossing to Three
Portlands shimmered to life. The vunic civcle glwed faintly in the gathexing dark, the air
humming with the bw thrum of thaumaturgic energy. The pelt of the Binla vested foded in a
travel case beside we, its weight more symbolic than practical

Mikwil oot Chse as we waited, his eyes wide but qiet, his wind already turning toward what lay
anead.

You wil see things fonight u e vever imagined, | sdid in Russian, my tone cam. "Ehen folk,
orks, Creatures yu thugit were only shries. Magic vuns through the city like bld tirmgh



veins. Bt remember, no matter what they ok lie, they are penple, just as we are. Treat
them with respect

" wil remember, Midhnail said,

The vunes flared brighter, qoden and violet lignt spiling across the grund. The gate opened
with & vush of dir that smelled faintly of copper and strange Fowers, and the city beynd
unfoded before us.

Three Portlands was alive.

Tall buidings of brass and stone lined the shreets, pipes vunning aong their walls, hissing
steam that curled info the evening dir. Lanterns flickered with thaumaturgical light, their glow
soft and qplden, lluminating the crond bebow. Ehen men in fine coats walked dongside orks
carning heavy crates bound with gowing sigils. Bird-headed pesple spke quicky fo vibed
witthes, and a group of \oung thaumaturges lexitated buks through the div a5 they lughed
tgether. Strange vunes burned fainty on the cobblestones, quiding mechanical carviages tat
hissed as they volled past.

Mikhwil stared openly, his vidlet-vinged eyes wide with wonder. 't is.. like a story' he whispered

"In sime ways, it s | said, placing a steading and on his shulder a5 we stepped thnugh
"Bt vemember, even here, vules and dangers vemain'

The crowd parted avound us as we mived down the main street, the by keeping chse as his
head turned constantly to take in everyting. A group of yung students in bng chaks passed
by, their hoeds trimmed with siNer thread, and Midwil watched them with 4 quiet yearning in
his eves.

“There from Deer College,’ | said, folowing his gaze. *hnd by tomorvow, if the fates are kind
yu wil walk tiose halls ypurselt:!

The boy loked af me then, his expressin hopeful *Truly'
“Truly' | said, alowing myself the faintest oimile.

We pressed deeper info the city, the lignts of Three Portlands glowing lice stars in the
gpthnering vigit, the Jum of magic all around us.



The worning div of Three Portlands carvied the hum of life, the steam-filed streets aveady
dive with actiity. Brass pipes hissed softly dong the wals of tall brick buldings, vunes carved
into stonework gowing faintly in the wist. Mechanical carriages volled abng vune-marked voads,
their pistons churning with thaumaturgical energy. Ehen merchants called aut prices for glowing
powders, orks hauled Crates shrapped with magical sedls, and children with birdike heads darted
between the crowd bughing as they chased fating sparks of light.

Mildil kept close to me a5 we mived thrmgh the city, his violet—vinged eyes wide a5 he tried
b take in everything. His head turned constantly, folowing the patih of a witth who levitated 4
dozen boks Hhwough the div, the flash of a warbcles glwing staff as he demonstrated some
spell 1o a gathering crowd, and the soft hiss of a brass contraption untolding info a mechanical
bird that fiuttered fo a vooftop.

"t feels dive,' he said in Russian, his wice hushed with wonder,

't i | veplied, my tone calm. *Three Portlands breathes. But remember, ot everyhing that
shines here is safe!

The streets naroned a5 we moved uphill toward a towering shructure that stud apart from
exerything else. The bulings of Three Portlands were all brass, pipes, and gears, but here
nse 4 great stne Castle, its towers stretching high into the sky I lked ancient compared fo
the vest of the city, its walls carved with infricate sigls and glwing vunes. The spires gleamed
in the early sun, and small lights foated armnd the towers like sow-mning firefies.

Tt | said, folowing his gaze upward, 'is Deer Cillege”
The boy stared, his mouth sigity parted " oks lie.. a castle from the stories) he whispered
"n many ways, it is' | said "ut it is aloo & place where power i forged Remember tht!

hs we reached the gates, two vobed figures stepped forward one wore siNer and blue, the
threads at the hem of his chak gowing faintly The tther's vibe was dark green, marked with
a subtle sexpent colled abng the sleeve. bis sharp eyes studied me for 4 moment bnger than
the other's, and there wais samething in his expression familiarty, though unspaken. | knew
enugh of tat symbol fo understand wiat i meant. The Serpent's hand hnad its voots deep in
tis place, it was theirs affer all perivps even more o than the library iteelf.

The taller of the two stepped forward first. “ou are expected, Lord Blackwod' he sdid, his
wice smouth but measured “The by is 1o be appraised”



Mikwil strdigrtened at the words, his hands folling before him. His calmness earned a brief nod
of approval from the green-ribed teacher, wWhse sharp gaze lingered on bim for a moment
bnger than expected

"Folow,' the taler teacher said

The gates opened with a lbw lum, the vunes abng the arch flaring to life as we stepped
through. Ingide, the Cillege was exen more vemarkable. The halls were lined with tall windows
of stained glass Hhat shifted and moved a5 if alive, showing seenes of battles, od kings, and
creatures | could ot name. Fating lights drifted lazily near the celing, and great banners
hung between towexing stone pilars, each embriidered with glowing vunes. Students hurvied
thvough the corvidors, their bng chaks brushing agpinst carved stone as bks fhated beside
them or folowed obediently on mechanical les.

The green-ribed teacher med silently beside us, his sharp eyes wafthing Midwil more than
me. M one point, he spoke quietly, his wice wer than the other's. *The boy lvs potential. |
can feel it aveady. Not many his age carry a vatural weight of power!

| glmcod at vim briefly, but he said vo more, turning his gaze forward aapin.

We shipped before a large set of dwors engraved with vunes. The taller teacher lked to me.
‘ol the boy is permitted beyond this point. You may wait here. The appraical wil take some
time"

Miil boked at e, bis idlet-ringed eyes bith excited and uncertain

"o | sdid quietly, vesting a lnand on his shoulder. "o as they ask, answer as | taugit you. This
is yur first step”

The boy vodded firmly, folowing the teachers thrugh the doors.

| vemdined in the entry b, taking a seat on one of the carved stne benches. Students
moved past, sime glancing at me curiously, others ignoring me entirely & group of yung
traumaturges practiced lexitating a brass sphere in the cormer, their lughter echiing faintly
under the high celiing,

Time passed shwly the sounds of the Cilege filing the slence until at st the doors pened
agpin. Mkl veturned with the green-ribed teacher af Wi side, his face cam but his eyes
alight withn restrained exctement.



“The boys appraisal is complete,' the taller teacher sdid “his prtential is considerable. he wil
vemain for further ealuation tonigit, and fomorvon worving we will give you our final decision
r&garding full-term d'ud\j."

The green-ribed teacher inciined his head sligitly, his gaze charp. “You huve brougit us
simeone vare, Lord lackwond He could grow to be great, given the vight guidance.”

Mikiwil loked ot me, a5 it hoping for approwd, but the taller teacher's next words were firm.

You way ot vemain, he sdd. "only tuse attuned to thaumaturgy are permitted beyond these
halls. Return fomorvow. util then, he will stay here!

| gmie & short nod. "I understand

Mikwil hesitated, his mouth opening sligitly, but | placed a steady lnand on his shoulder. *This is
why we came, Ml You are safe here. Learn all yu can'

The boys gaze siftened, and he vodded "I will

The green-nbed teather's sharp eyes lingered on me a mament bnger, then he led Mikdwil
back thvough the vuned archway. | watthed until they disappeared into the Wl before turning
Ay

The weight of the city veturned as | stepped back thrugh the College gates, the sound of
steam and magic filing the streets. | adusted the case carryjing the Bhalas pet ab my side.
There was dfil work to do before | veturned fomorvow. The boy deserved more than words fo
send him on this path. We deserved something wortiy of what he would become.

And | knew just where to begin.

The city seemed buder ow Hhat | walked it dbne. Steam hissed from brass pipes that curled
aong the buldings, mechanical bivds futtered across vooftps, and the vuned streetiamps
fickered in the wisty air. Thaumaturgical machinery thrummed faintly beneatih the cobblestones,
almost lice the pulse of a ling thing

| carvied the Phlas pelt in its travel cace, weming thrmgh the busting streets. Een men
barggined for glowing herbs, an ork blacksmith hammered vuned plating that shimmered with
hedt, and two witches in yered ik chaks fhated cauldrns behind them as they lughed
Three Portlands fek alive, every breath of the city steeped in magic and motion.



The shp | sught was nestled between two tall spires, its brass sign engraved with curling
soript that vead Harow and Thorn, Thaumaturgical Appraisak. Tne windows gimmered faintly
with protective wards that pulsed in quiet vingtiam.

Inside, the dir smelled of polished wood, parchment, and ol magic. Sheles lined the walls, stacked
with umiming crystals, velics wrapped in vuned cotih, and javs of herbs that hifted a5 tiough
dine. Pevind the counter stud 4 thin man with giNer spectacles, his ng coat traced with faded
sigils of authenticity,

"Lord Blackwond” he greeted with a signt bow of his head “You have 4 Wabit of bringing me
ol the varest of finds”

"I lope this will continue that tradtion | said, placing the foded pet on the counter.

The man untoded i carefull, his sharp eyes widening. "Binla’ e murmured. *So it was yu
who hunted this. You never cease 1o amaze me!

Yes, | said simphy.

Me brushed his fingers abng the fur, whispering a soft incantation as is hand glowed faintly
green. The dir shimmered Tor 4 heartbed, then settled

"t i extvardnary’ he sdd, his wice lw with adwiation. “The creature absirbed vatural
traumaturgical energy thrughout ts lite. The fur vesists harm, and the hide would accept
enchantiments easly. Winen corvectly, it could become sometiing far greater than a garment. &
vibe, perips, one that binds 1o ts wearer's essence, growing as they gron and adapting to
their form. 1 would be a quardian as much as clthing.

| loked at the pett for 4 lbng moment. "Can you make it

The man adusted his spectacles, studjing me carefully *| can. But for wiom is it meant. You
ave Yot one fo Commission such 4 thing for yourself!

"for the boy | brought here,’ | sdid e beging his path tomorvow. | would see him begin it
properly’
The wan vaised a brow, his surprise Clear. “That s unlike you, Lord Blackwond. You have always

been the man who walks abne, thvsing creatures and mysteries across the world Never one
to stay dtill bng enough to care for a chid”



| held his gaze, my tone cam. "Perimps it is time that changed The boy deserves this!

The man watthed me for a bng moment before giing 4 small omile. *Then yu are a better
man than most. t will be veady by morning. | wil work thvough the right!

“Tank yu,' | said simply, turning 1o leave.

The streets outside were a5 busy as ever, et | felt a strange ligntvess in my chest. The
boy would ve sometiing that would keep him safe bng affer | could nit.

| d taken only a few steps from the sy when 4 wice caught iy aftention, one that pulled
me back to 4 memory that dfil lingered quietly at the edges of my mind

"o expensive. Tt is vobbery for 4 single pendant
| turned foward the sound

There che stood

Bela

She was at & small open-air stal, her white Wir catthing the gow of the vuned streetiamps
lice: moonlight. She wore black from head to toe, a5 she dways ad, the fine fabric of her coat
ined with siNer-treaded trim that caugnt the lignt with each mvement. Even heve, surrounded
by the oddties of Three Portiands, she stwd apart, her presence commanding without effort.

| stepped toward her, almost without Hhought.
"ctill arguing prices, | see,' | said

She turned, and for a moment her expressin siffened, the fire in her eyes replaced by
simething warmer. "Lord Blackwod' she said, her wice st and famiiar. | hould have known
Wi would appear in a place lice this!

‘Periups, | said, my gaze steady on her. "but you seem far wore at home here than | could
ever be!

Pela bughed softy, fiing her head sigrtly as she brushed a strand of white hir back.
"Perivps. But that does ot mean | wil let them charge me 4 king's vangom for a simple
pendant”



| loked at the piece sitting on the merchant's counter, a small siver pendant efthed with faint
runes. Withot & word, | placed sexeral coing on the table, enmgh to settle the price in full

pela blinked, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “You dd vot huve to do tiat!
"Consider i a gift) | said simply. “But | will sk sometiing in veturn

Mer brow arched signtly, a teasing spark in her eyes. "hnd what would thwt be!
"Spend the day with me,' | said "hnd the evening, if you are able

For & heartbeat she ctudied me, then her smile siffened, warm and genvine. Nery wel, Lord
Plackwod You hwve bought more than a pendant foday. Let us see it yu can make the day
worthwhile."

| dlowed myself the faintest omile. "I shall try"

The streets of Three Portlands weve shiffing into the warmth of afternoon, the lignt fitered
through wist and steam, cating a golden hue wer the brass pipes and cobbled voads. Pella
walked beside me, her black coat trailing signty behind her, the siver tireading cattiing the
lignt with every subtle mvement. Even here, surounded by creatures and thaumaturgists and
impossible wonders, she mved a5 though she belnged more than any of them

We wandeved withodt hurry, letting the fw of the city quide us. Mechanical carviages hissed
past, their vunes glwing faintly under their frames, while an ok barkeep at 4 street corner
shuted wer the chatter of custimers lined up for glwing mugs of spiced brew. K flock of
small brass-and-feathered birds whirred past vernead, darting between the fating runed
bnterns that hummed izl abve the streets.

pelas gaze mved with quiet inferest, tough | voticed how litle surprised her. She lad been
here many times before; her expressin lcked the wonder wost firet-timers carried

You know this city well' | said a5 we stepped past 4 market lined with stalls of enchanted
trinkets.

Wer lips curved sigitly, a smile that held both amusement and sometiing softer. 'l lave walked
its streets more fimes than | can count. Three Portiands s its dangers, but it has its beauty
to.  is one of the few places where the world feels free fo be strange”

"Wd et you sfill arqued wer the price of a pendant) | sdid



Bela e 4 smal hugln, her white hir catthing the eunlight "I woman may live among
vonders and ol ate being cheated Pesides) she added, gancing at me, “yu were there to
pay for t, were yu ot

| alowed a faint cmile. *Perivps!

We paused near a lvge square where thaumaturgical fountaing spauted arcs of gbwing water
into the dir, the shreams bending and twisting into shapes of animals before collapsing into the
pool below. A group of ehen chidren chased the gowing shapes, laughing as the ilusions shifted
to their touch.

pel watthed them for a moment, her epression siftening slightly *Do yu exer wonder what
it would be like o have grown up in & place like this!

| would ot lave been the man | am if | had" | said "My chidood was a cold and dreary house
survounded by wonds. This city would hane ekt lice a dream to me then”

pel tited her head sigrtly, studying me. “You gpeak of it lice 4 man wo stil carvies that cold
with him'

| loked at the fountain for 4 moment, the dhifting ilusions reflected in the water. "Perivps | do.
Put | lwve seen enugh of the world fo know that cold places shupe strong men'

"Wd et yu are here, she sdd softly "With a boy wo cals yu teacher, carning the pelt of
a beast yu hunted vt for gbry but for Wis future. That is ot the wark of a man shaped
o by cold’

I glanccd at her, but her gaze was dready turned back toward the fountain.

We walked on, furning info one of the dder streets where the brass gave way b shne, and
the div smelled faintly of spices and parchiment. Smal shops lined the patin, their windows ful
of shrange tems ing vines tat curled into gowing lnots, stones that whispered faintly when
tuched, and glass jars that shimmered as if filed with captured sunlight.

pela sowed at one shop, lking Hhvough the windw af & vow of infricatel carved masks. *Do
W vemember,' she sad suddenly, he gaa’

| shpped for a moment, her words puling me back instantly. Yes) | sad, my tone aiet. '
remember



Mer fingers brushed ligntly agpinst the windmwpane as she spike. “You std before the
Mmbassador that vight a5 if you ad o fear. Most men would hanve begged for their lives!

"I dd fear im | said "Ry wan would But | did vet have the lutury of showing it

She turned t face me then, her eyes catthing the faint glw of a vuned streetlamp. You are
the only man | lave met wWho calls standing against a credture like that vothing wore than
necessity. You dways downplay wWhat you do, Theadore.”

| let the faintest omile tug at my moutih. *| am onl & nafurdist and an adventurer, Bela Nothing
more."

Her smile softened “You keep teling yurself that, but one day yu may believe otherwise!

We confinued walling, weming deeper into the quieter parts of the city. Bela mved with the
edse of someone W knew exery hidden corner, occasionaly pointing out small details | would
have wissed: & brags gear embedded in the street that gowed faintly at exery seventh step,
an dlley where the wals shimmered with vunes carved 5o ng agp they had vearly faded

She spike of her fravels in smal pleces, mentioning places | ad ony heard of in stories. She
had walked the frozen streets of Yerenport, where enfire lnuses were carved from ning ice,
and sdiled the ved seas near Yorwala, where storms voared with wices that were ot the wind

“ou hve been everywhere,' | sad quietly

"ot everywhere,' she said, glncing at me. “There are il places | lave ot gone. Put | have
seen enugh to know why yu travel the way you do. The world i foo large fo stay in one
place.’

We shipped near a small café bl from dark stone, ts windows gowing warmly aguinst the
street. Bela boked at it for 4 moment, then omiled faintly "Shall we st for tea t s been
sime fime since | last sat in 4 place lice this with someone worth speaking to!

| inclined my head "Lead the way'

The café was warm Compared to the cool wist outside, the scent of spiced tea and baked bread
ﬁlling the dir. The walls were lined with sheles of old books, their titles written in binquages
botih familax and steange, and vuned binterns foated lazily abve each table, gowing with a soft



amber ligrt. The um of quiet conversation survounded us, most of i in fongues | dd vt
vecgpize, yet it al blended info 4 cam background murmur.

pela chuse a table near the window, its polished woud catthing the faint shimmer of lignt from
the street outside. She sat with her back straigit, her black coat draped across the chir
beside her. Even here, with al the wities of Three Portlands, she drew glances from thse
avound us. Her white Wir framed her face as she loked toward the streef, one and vesting
ligtly on the porcelin cup that 4 yung een server placed before her.

| ot opposite hex, wrapping my hands avound my own cup, the faint scent of cinnamon rising
with fhe steam. For 4 bng woment we sdid vothing, confent to wafth the busy street beynd
the g\ase.

You know why | came heve,' | said at last, my wice bw but certain
Pela turned her head signtly, her eyes meeting wine. *Do |

You bune always known things yu should ot | said “You were af the gaa in Nagadda You stood
at the court of the Hanged ing and never once faltered Now you are here, in 4 city tiat
thrives on magic, ot the same time | bring a boy o Deer Colege. That is o coincidence”

Her lips curved faintly, but i was vot quite a omile. "Periups | simply enpy god tea’
You are ewading the question | said.

"Pexiups,’ she sdid aggin, her tone ot and light, as it this amused her. She lifted the cup
to her lips, taking a sw sip before continuing, "put must exery meeting be weighed with
sugpicion, Thexdore. Can we ot share tea without furning it info a puzzle!

| watthed her for a bng woment, then alowed myself 4 quiet sigh "Very well But | wil ask you
agpin andther fime.

| am sure yu wil' she sdid, her iice soffer now.

The slence that folowed was ot uncomfortable. Bela boked out the window again, watching a
group of thaumaturges adust the gowing vunes of a streetiamp as a pair of orks hauled brass
crates across the voad

You dtil mve as if the world vests on your shoulders,' she sdid finaly. "Exen heve, in a city
where yu shld be able o velax”



"I e seen too much fo exer truly velar,' | sad "hnd the boy deserves my focus. He wil need
it

pelns gaze lingered on we for a woment, something unreadable in her expressin. “You care
for im deeply That surprises me!

"Why' | acked.

"Because yu have diways been a man wo walks abne,' she said simply. " man chasing
answers, hunting things most would vot dare to name. You were vot meant fo carvy someone
else with yu'

| loked down at the tea for a woment, the steam curiing upward *Perivps | was ot meant .
Put he veminds me that there is otil samething worth protecting. The world is full of things
that destroy, Bella. Someone s to teach him fo build"

For & moment she said othing, only watthed we, her white v cafthing the gow of the
lantern abve our table.

You lune changed since | first met you' she sdid softly
I do ot feel changed” | veplied | am dfill the same naturdist and adventurer. Nothing wore.”

pela gave a faint lugh, quiet but warm. You keep saying Hhaf, but yu are wrong. Men who
ave vothing wore Hhan Hhat do vot care about leming wells behind in distant vilages or gfts
tat wil grow with the boy who calls them teacher. Whether yu admit 1 or vot, Theadore, you
ave wore than yu clim o be

| said vthing fo i, only sipped my tea as | loked out the window.

For a time, we gpike of simpler things. Bela fold me of a4 purney she had taken across the
frozen wastes of Yerenport, where the dir teelf seemed fo whisper warnings to travelers,
and | spake of the Meldmnite wuins in the Gibi, though | dwnplayed wiat | lad faced there.
She asked me about how | surived a Klnigaar, and | dismissed my part in it as littie more than
Circumstance, though she smiled knowingly s if she could see Hhnough the wodesty

You dways speak as thugh yu ad o chiice; she sdid.

"ecause 1t is the fruth! | answered 'k man does Wt he must when he s able. Nothing
more."



"Perivps,’ Bela said, leaning back sligntly. "But | have seen men who could act and chse ot to.
That is wWhat makes yu different”

The sun outside began 1o dip bwer, the golden light turing softer, stretehing lng shadows
across the cobbled streets. el finished the last of her tea, seffing the cup down with quiet
grace.

‘Sl we keep walking' she asked | would vather vot end the day just yet!
| inclined my head Very well. | shall folow your lead’

She omiled faintly ot that, and together we vose, stepping back out info the misty streets of
Three Portlands a5 the city shiffed info evening,

The mist ching thick o the brass streets of Three Portlands, and the vuned anterns gwed
siftly, their light catthing on the vising steam. Bella walked at my side, her black coat traiing
behind her lice liquid vigt, the siner trim cathing occasional sparks of veflected gow. Her
white Wir shone faintly in the dim light, and her gaden—yelow eyes watthed me with quiet
Amusement.

You know she sdid at last, her fone calm but teasing, it coat of yurs s served you for fo
long’

"t s served me well' | veplied, adusting the colar sligity. "t is proper for 4 man of my
posttion and has seen me thrmgh wore than most coats ever could”

"I lie 1) el admitted, her qiden eyes sftening slightly *t suits wu when you are in the
wid, hunting things that beling in whispered shries. Bt here, amng these streets, yu should
ok a5 tough you bebng. There are fimes for the coat of an adventurer, Thewdore, and times
for comething elce entively’

| glanced at hex, vaising a brow. "hnd you mean to decide wWiat that something else should be!
Yes,' she siid simply, her lips cuning with the faintest omile. "And you will let me!

| alowed a quiet sigh, tough it was impassble o keep the corner of my mouth from lifting
sigrty. Very well Lead the way'

The ship she brought me fo sat in a quieter comer of the city, its fall windows glowing with
sift amber ligt. Runes canved inbo the stone frame shimmered faintly, and the dir inside



carvied the clean scent of pressed chth and the faint spice of sime enchanted polish. Racks
of fine coats and taibored vests lined the walls, wost of them in deep greens, vich browns, and
muted blacks, their fabrics catthing the light in 4 way tat spake of craftomanchip vather Han
extravagance.

The shopkeeper, a tal eNen man with siver-threaded Wir, greeted Bela with a omall vod of
familiarity, though Wis eyes lingered on me with quiet curiosity,

pella wmoved thrugh the vacks with purpase, her fingers gliding over fabrics as i she aready
knew Wt she wanted. | stoud quietly, letting her circle me like a hawk stuling ts prey, her
Qlden exes medsuring my shoulders and heigit with sllent calculation.

ou are tal, broad-shouldered, and yet wu wear a hunter's coat as Hhough yu wish to vanish
into the background she said finaly, her tone wore thoughtful than teasing now. “That suits you
wien you dre Chasing Creatures thrugh the wids, but ot here. You should ok lice the man
W Commands vespect simply by standing il

'l e never cared for commanding vespect, | caid
You should Bella veplied simply "Because whether yu want it or vof, yu have 1

She pulled a coat from the vack, vunning her fingers dong the dark forest green fabric
frimmed with subtle black embraidery at the colar and cuffs. *This will sutt yu. The green wil
bring out your eyes, and the it wil remind everyne that you are vot ust 4 man with 4 rifle
in the widerness. Try it

The shpkeeper adusted the coat for me, his careful hands woing with practiced precision.
When | slipped it on, the fabric fet strange at first, far lignter and finer than the sturdy
cot | wore on my expedtions, but it fit perfecty. The mirvor across the shop veflected a man
W boked a5 though he belnged among statesmen and schdlars vatier than crumbling vuing.

Pela stepped back, Wiking we over with shw, measured consideration. Her qolden eyes softened
and she gme the fantest approing vod. "Better. Much better. You ok as you should”

| adusted the colar, glancing at her veflection in the brass wirvor. “You are satisfied then.

"For ow" she said, the teasing smile veturning for a woment. "But keep your od coaf. | lie i
t sutts the man who vides into jungles and deserts to face things others canndt. But this." Her



gz lingered on me 4 moment bnger, soffer ow. “This sults the man W as nathing to
hide."

| loked af her, my wice cam. ‘Periwps | will wear i ony when yu are around then”

Her smile deepened slightly, though she sad nething fo thaf, only turnied back foward the door.
"Come. The evening s sfil yung.

| folowed her back into the wisty streets, the new coat leing strange agpingt my shoulders
yet vot unwelcome. For once, | felt less like the wandering naturdist and more like the man
Bela clearly saw when she loked at me.

The streefs of Three Portlands grew quieter as we left the busting markets behind. The
mist settled thicker in the oder disticts, where the brass pipes gave way to ancient stone
walls marked with faded runes that pulsed faintly like sbw heartbedts. Lanterns fhated lazily
abwie the nanow streets, their gow soft and golden, casting bng shadows on the worn
cobblestones.

pela waled beside me, her black coat brushing softly aguinst her bts, her white hir
catehing every flcker of binternlight. Her goden—yelow eyes wandered wver the aged buidings,
stul\ing the faint etthings of oder magic dfill cinging to the walls

ou lonow this city well! | said, watthing her as she traled a finger dong a canved vune.

I ko many places well! she sad. "But this city s always been one of my favorites. | is
aive i a way o other place is. Every brick and stine vemembers the hands that placed it

| glanced at her. “ou speak like someone wWho s been here a very bng fime!

She lked af me, her qiden eyes steady "Periaps | ave. Perivps | simply listen befter than
most!

You seem to know much more than listening would alow | said “You knew | would be here. You
were witing for me"

pela smiled faintly, but there was a carefulness in it. "Was | waiting, or is this city simply small
for peaple lice us!

“That s easion, | sid evenly



"Wd ou sl ask,' she veplied smothly, her tone quiet but warm. *Why spoll a god exening with
questions that have o satishing answers!

| studied her for a moment before giing a small ned Very well But you kvow | will ask agein’
her omile soffened. I would expect vothing less of yu'

We turnied a corvier info a narvow street lined with od stone builings. & brass gear embedded
in the cobblestone glowed faintly a5 we stepped over 1, and Beln ganced down at it with
knowing lookz.

“This part of the city was buit before the Cillege, she sdid, her wice soft. *The first
thaumaturgists carved their spells into the streets themsehes. The gears under these voads
keep the city breathing even now

| loked around, taking in the worn walls and weathered vunes. “You speak of it as if wu were
there.

She only smiled sligntly, her gaden evyes HickiV\g to me for a briet moment before turning
dnead. "Pernaps | e walked here wore times than yu can imagine.”

| let the silence seftle between us as we continued.

We stipped at 4 smal stne bridge wverloking a varcow canal where the water shimmered
with faint thaumaturgical light, veflecting the lanterns abve. Bella rested her hands lignthy on
the worn stne vaiing, her gaze aftening as she loked af the vippling glow.

You are ouiet tonight,’ she sdid.

| am thinking,' | replied " is ot offen | find myself in the company of somene wo knows
the world better than | do”

el tited her head sigrtly, her white air Falling ner one shoulder. “You give me tm much
credt

"oy | oaid You have seen things wost could ot even name. You knew what the Ambassador
was, and you dd vot vun. And you are here, speaking of this city as if i were an old friend
That is ot chance.”



She loked at me for a bng moment, her golden eyes cam. “ou are a very perceptive man,
Theadore. But perception is not dways the same as truth”

| studied her quietly. "hnd you wil vot tell me which this is”
"Nt fonignt; ohe said, her iice soft, almost kind “Tonignt chud ot be for that”

For & whlle, we stwd fogether in slence, the soft lum of magic in the air and the faint
vipples of water bebw filing the qiet.

M bst, Bela straigntened, turning back toward the street. ‘Come. There is a place nearby that
serves the best wine in the oty If we are fo gpeak of past adventures, it should be over a
drink

| once agpin inciined my head slignty. “Then lead on’

She miled faintly, stepping anead, and | folowed, the wist curling arund us as we disappeared
deeper into the oder streets of Three Portlands.

The winehouse Bella led me to sat af the end of a quiet street where the lanterns burned
softer and the wist drifted bow across the cobblestones. It was a small, stone-built place with
avthed windows, warm light opiling onfo the voad The vunes canved into its walls gowed faintly,
net brignt enmgh to draw attention but enough to keep the dir within cam and private.

Inside, the space was quiet and inviting, it by bwtwnging lamps that fickered softy wver tables
of polished dark wood. The dir smelled faintly of oak barvels and spiced fruit, and soft music
played from a mechanica havp in the corner, ts shrings plucked by delicate chckwork arms.

Bela chuse a table in the corner, far from the other patvons. Her black coat draped neatly
wer the back of her chir, the siner trim catthing the gow of the lamp abive us. Her white
Wir gleamed faintly in the warm light, and her qiden eves seemed softer now, less quarded

The server brught us a bittle of deep ved wine and two fine crystal glasses, placing them
quietly before leming us dbne. Bela pured for us both with a steady hand, the wine catehing
the lamp's glow 4 it filled the glisses.

You chuse this place well! | said, leaning back sligity in my chir.

't is quiet she veplied, sliding one glass toward me. "Mnd quiet is vare in this city. People talk
tw much when they drink. Here, peaple think before they speak”



|tk 4 dip, letting the rich taste linger before setting the glss down. “Then perivps it is
the vignt place for the questions | il e for you'

pelas lips curved faintly, a teasing spark in her golden eves. You promised not to press me
tonight*

"I promiced vot fo vuin the evening with them,' | said. “That does ot mean | will shp frying o
undevrstand yu'
She bughed softly a sound that felt warmer than | expected “You are relentless!

"| am Cuvious,' | said

"hd curiosty as always been your greatest strength) Pela sdid, her fone turning ’rlmugln’rful.
“Though perivps dso your greatest weakness!

| tited my head sligntly, studying her. "Wnd which do you think | am chowing now”
She held my gaze for a bng woment, her golden eyes cam. "Periaps botih”

For & whlle, we sat in comfortable quiet, listening to the aoft lum of the mechanical avp. Bela
traced the vim of her glss with one finger, her enpression thgrtful

“Tell me about the Warbck Hunt! she said suddenly. *The one in Mustvia. The ved lord
demanded that story from you once, but yu left out the details when yu bl . Tell it fo me
now, the way it hppened”

| boked down at my glass, swirling the wine sowly ¥ was nathing remarkable. i simple lunt,
nothing wore.”

pelas smile was sft but knowing. “You say that about everything. But you and | batia know that
hunts do ot become legends by being simple.”

| sighed quietly, sefting the glass dwn. “The wan we hunted called himself 4 warbck, thwugh in
truth he was little more than a frigntened tvumaturge wo 1d grown desperate. He 1l
power, yes, but o confrol We cornered him in the mountaing, and he wade is stand. He
nearl killed three of us before | veached him. | on surived because he was to focused on
his spells o see the blade coming’

“You wake it sound lice luck' Bella said, her wice qiet.



"t was | caid "I man can be skiled but he il needs luck when Faoing somene with more
power than sene.

Pela studied me for 4 bng moment. “You wil vever admit what yu are, wil yu'
| vaised a brow sligntly "hnd what is that!

" man who steps forward when o one else will' she said simply

| said votiing, only sipped the wine agin, letting the slence linger.

"Wd yu' | sdid after a moment, setting the glass down. "What of yur past hunts. Surely yu
have seen things stranger than a desperate warkck”

pels enpression shifted slightly, a saftness passing wer it before she smiled faintly. I huve
seen many things, yes. But | am vt as wiling as you to gpeak of them Not because | canndt,
but because some memories are better left unspoken”

“That i exagion," | said quietly
" is' che admitted without chame.
| leaned back sightly, studying her. *Then tell me one thing. Sometiing simple. Sometiing true!

pell tited her head st eough for the lignt to catch in her golden eyes. For a bng moment,
she Was silent, and | thought she wight give e anither evasive answer, but her expression

siftened in a way | had vever seen befire. She set her glass down gently, foing her Inands
avound tts base as it steadying herself.

"Something true,' she sdid at last, her iice quieter now, stripped of its usual teasing lit. "
adore \w, Thewbre Thomas Blackwond. | adore exenytiing you are. Not just the lunter of
Creatures, ot the man who walks uncharted paths or faces monters others vun from. | adore
the wan who holds a woment of slence for a beast after Kiling t. The man w digs wells for
strangers because o one else wil The man w downplays his own heriics because he
canvot bear 1o think of himself as anytiing but ordinary. You are vot ovdinary. And | adore ypu
for that”

| sat ofill, her words hanging between us, as soft and heavy a5 the music drifting from the
mechanical harp. Nery few peaple had spoken to me with such plain truth. None had exer said
it this way,



| found myself lding her gaze, the qoiden warmth in her eyes steady on wine. “You speak a5
though yu kvow me better than | know myself!

"Perivps | do) Pell said, a faint smile veturning to her lips. "Periaps | see the parts of yu
tat you vefuse to ackvowledge”

"Wd et | caid quietly, ou vemain a mystery fo me

pela lifted her glass again, her smie softening but vot fading. “Then enpy the mystery for
now. It is befter than the truth most days!

| alowed a breath of quiet amusement, vaising my own glass. Very well

The orystal clinked softly as our glasses twuched, and we drank in slence for a woment,
netther of us boking away For that briet fime, the rest of the winehwuse faded I felt a5 if
the world beyond those walls 1 ceased to matter, as thwgh the exening existed for o one
but us.

When she set her glass down, Bella leaned signtly forward, resting her chin lignty on her
hand a5 che watthed me with that same coft warmtih *You are easier o speak to when yu
stop trying fo sie me like a puzzle, Theodore!

"I will take that as a compliment,’ | said.
" is che veplied

She watthed me for a moment bnger, her golden eves lingering as hex lips curved info a
payful omile. *And i you want ansther truth, | dlso adore that vidicubus mustache of yours. t suits
yu far o well for me vt fo!

| alowed myselt a ouiet laugh ot that, shiking my head *That is the first time anyine s ever
called my mustache worthy of admivation”

“Then they hue dl been bind' Bela sdid smotinly, her smile widening just enough to soften
her words.

For & whlle, we sad vothing more, content to let the aquiet linger between us. The aoft Jum of
the harp filed the aiv, and for the fivst time in many years, | ekt the weight of my life ease,
if only for this one evening,



The wist oufaide had grown thicker by the time we left the winehmse, curling around the
brass pipes and wbblestines as it the city itself were exling. The lanferns gwed soft and
qlden dbive s, their vunes pulsing gently, casting bng abs of light through the aze. The
usudl clamor of Three Portlands hud quieted o a bw hum, and the dir smelled faintly of o, old
stne, and the sweetness of nignt-bloming fowers.

pel walked beside me, her black coat brushing sftly aguinst her legs, the giNer trim glinfing
whenever we prassed beneath a lntern. Her white Wir shimmered faintly in the glow, and
her goben—elow eyes seemed calmer now, warmed by smething quieter than her usual

sharpness.

For & while, we simply walked, letting the quiet streets quide us. Then, withut 4 word, Pella
veached out and took hold of my arm. Ber grip was lignt but certain, and the way she rested
her hand there felt amost naturd, as it it ad been waifing fo lappen.

| glanced down at her, vaising a brow slightly. "And what brought this on’

Peln ked anead, her gplden exes catthing the faint light as the smallest of smiles curved her
lips. *Periaps | am afvaid you wil wander off i | do vt bold ypu"

| am ot 50 easiy bt | said

"Perivps not,' Bela veplied, her wice carnyjing the faintest lugh "eut men like you always find
trouble, exen when you are vot loking for . Consider this.. preventative.

"Preventative, | repeated, amused.

Yes,' she siid smothly, glancing ab me vow. "Mnd besides, if | am to walk through the quiet
streets of Three Portlands with someone, it migit as wel be simemne who loks the part”

You mean the new coat yu insisted | wear,' | said

0 course,’ Bella said, her smile soffening, though her golden eves glimmered with quiet teasing,
" 1 am to be seen wandering with Lord Theadore Blackwond, naturalist and adventurer, | must
at least be sure he loks presentable”

| alowed myselt a quiet breatin of amusement. "And here | thugit | was iy Company you
enpyed'

Pelas smile grew, warmer vow. ‘Perivps it is both



The wmist curled bw around our feet as we continued, her hand dfill resting lignty on my arm,
The Wnterniight veflected in her gaden ees, and for a bng while, the city seemed to fade
away, leaing only the smund of our steps and the auiet um of magic in the air.

Pelns gden—yelow eyes ficked 1o me as we walked, her expressin velaved, amost playful now
that the winehouse and its auiet conversations were behind us.

You dfil have ot let 9o | caid, gancing at her hand on iy arm.

Pelas lips curved info a o omile. "INe alveady told you, | am worvied you wil wander into trouble
i1 do. You b o talent for finding i, even in the safest of places

" am vot o0 Careless as that! | said with a faint breath of amusement,

"o she agreed, her smie widening. "put you are the sort of man w trouble finds anyway
Consider this my way of Keeping yu from vunning off to hunt sametiing tiat does ot need
huinting

| vaised a brow. "hnd you think hoking my arm wil shop me.’

't wight sbw you down,’ Bella said, her tone teacing but her gaze sift. "hd i gives me an
excuse.”

"W excuse, | repeated

Yes, ohe sdid, loking anead with that same plaful smile. *To keep yu chse, Theadore Thomas
Plackwond You ave a ditficult man to keep close. Even when you are standing sfill, your wind
feels a5 tough it is diready smewnere else!

Her words made me quiet for 4 moment, and | found myself watching her instead of the street.
Her qiden eyes caugnt the lanterviight as she glanced at me, hex smile soching sigrty
when she noticed

“You seem to enpy veminding me of al my flaws | caid

“They are it flaws) she replied, her wice gentler now. “They are Wt make u W you
ave. hnd | fold you before, | adore exeryihing you are. Even the parts you try o hide”

| loked anead, my woice calm but bow. You speak as it wu know me better than | know mycelf”



"Perivps | do Pela said, her tone turning warim, almost affectionate.

For a fime, we waled in glence, the wist curing biziy around us. The city fet as if it were
Wlding ts breatin, leaing only the smund of our steps and the soft lum of the vuned binterns.

"Do yu exer think' | sad quietly, that peviaps we could shp. That the world could be faced by
tthers while we stayed il for once”

pela glanced at me, her qden eves thugnttul 'ls Hhat sometiing you want!

| hestated, then spoke honestly. I do vk lonow. But | know that if i were with the vignt
persn, | cold imagine it

pela held my gaze for a bng woment, her expressn unreadsble but her eyes warm. *And
W wuld that vight person be!

| odid votring, but | dd vet ook away,

Her smile grew slighntly, soffer than before, and she loked anead agpin. ‘Perivaps yu are ot
s far from shpping as you think, Theadore."

We passed under andther lantern, the qlden lignt catthing her white ir like siNer threads.
Her hand vemdined on my arm, steady and sure, and for the first time in years, | felt tat
staing ofil, even for 4 moment, wight ot be such an impossble thwgpt.

pela broke the aquiet after a time, her tone lignter again. "hnd if you ever do shp, you bhad
better keep that mustache. | adore Hhat mustache almost as much as | o the vest of wu. I
would be a tragedy to shave it

| alowed myself a quiet laugh, shaking my head “You truly think 5o highly of !

'0f course,’ Bella said, her omile widening with wischief. "t is practicaly hevic on it own. I
sults you far oo well for me vot fo bve it

| gmie hex a ok that held both amusement and quiet disbelief. “Then | suppose | must never
thange it

‘awd, she said simply, her gilden ees glinting with fhat same teasing warmth as she kept
her Wold on my arm



The streefs stretthed anead of us, soft and qiet, the mist curling in golden Iabs armund the
bnterns. For that moment, | alowed myself to believe that the vigit wight never end

The streets narrowed as we walkked farther info the quiet districts, until at st they opened to
4 high stne tervace werloking the city The mist hung bw over the vaoftops, curling between
the gpives and pipes like sift smike, and the lanterns belw glwed in scattered clusters of
Q. The city hummed faintly beneatih us, the sund of gears and Hhaumaturgical engines little
mire than a whisper at this height.

pella let her hand slip from my arim a5 we stepped toward the edge, her black coat traiing
softly behind her as she leaned agpinst the stne vaiing. Her goden—yelow ees veflected the
gow of the city lights, warm and Hhoughtful as she loked out across the mist-covered streets.

“Tis is my fawrite place in Three Portands) she sdid auietly. "When | was yunger, | would
gtand heve for lnours, witthing the city breathe. felt dive then, like a creature dreaming,
till does.

| stowd beside hex, vesting one hand lightly on the vaiing. 't i peaceful You were vignt earlier.
The cty feels as though i is Wolding ts breatih”

Pela turned her head signtly, her goden eyes watching me vow instead of the city. "nd do
yu feel shrange, standing dtill with me, when the vest of the world is ming'

"Shrange,' | sdid honestly. "But vot in 4 way | wind"
K omall smile curved her lips. “That is a5 close fo a confession as | sugpect yu will exer give.”
| loked af her for a bng woment, the quiet stretthing between us. "Perips!

She ahifted coser, her shulder brushing ligrntly agingt wine as she lked ot at the city
agpin. You kvow, Thedore, yu are ot vearN as impossible to vead as you think you are. You
act lice a man wo iives only for duty and curiosity, but you are vot. You live for pesple,
whether you admit i or vof. For the boy yu brougit here. For the strangers yu help witihout
ever acking for thanks. knd, whether you will say it abud or vot, for moments lice this!

| wais glent for 4 woment before speaking "Periaps | am vot as far from shipping as |
thought*



pels qlden eyes siftened as she loked up at me. "Perivps ot And if you ever do shop, |
imagine you wil otil call yourself only a vaturdist and an adventurer!

"Because that is wat | am’ | said ouietly

Her smile grew slightly, warm and knowing. "No, Theodore. That s simpy what you tell yourself:
But | will ot arque tonight. Tonignt you can be whatever you wish to be!

The quiet stretthed agin, filed only by the soft hum of the city bebw. For a bng while we
std together, nether spedking, bith watching the lanterns ficker in the mist.

Then, without warning, Bella turned toward me fuly. She stepped chse ennugh that | could see
the faintest gimmer of light in her qlden ees, sift and steady

You know she sdid, her wice quieter ow, almost playful again, I was serious about the
mustache. | fru do adore i I makes you ok lie the man everyne aveady thinks wou e’

| dlowed myself the faintest omile. "hnd what man is Hhat!

Her smile soffened, and for once there was o tessing in her wice. “The man w could make
exen me believe the world fill s qod wen in it

Pefore | cold answer, she leaned in and Kissed me.  was vot vushed or demanding, ony warm
and certain, a kiss that carvied more truth than any words could

When she stepped back, her qilden eves lingered on wine for 4 moment bnger, and then
she smiled faintly. "We wil meet again, Theadore Thomas Blackwood. | promise you that!

Before | could veply she stepped back inb the wist. one wmoment she was there, her black
coat traiing softly behind her, and the vext she was gone, leaing only the faint vipple of fog
where she had been.

| stod there for some time after, boking out over the city, the hum of its engines bow and
steaty beneath the ntern gow. For the first time in many years, | let myself imagine Wit it
migt be like to stay sl

And for the first fime, | did vot dismiss the thougit.

The wist had thinned by the time | returned to the small vom | had taken for the vight, but
its weighnt dfll lingered in the dir lice the bt breatih of a dream. The city outside my window



gowed faintly, its lanterns burning low, the Jum of thaumaturgical engines soft and steady
beneath the. aiet

|9a'ra’r’rhcedgeof’rhobod, my new coat folled neaty wer the chir beside me, my thogpts
ot on the city, vor on the tasks that avited me in the moring, but on her.

Bela.

The warith of her Kss lingered in my wind, vot for the act itself but for what i Ihad carvied
She ad loked at we in that woment as though she saw smetiing in me | lad never believed
etisted. She had spoken of me as if | were wore than | chim to be, and for the first time in
many years, | bad vot arqued

| could otil see her glden eyes catching the lantermight, ol hear the soft, playful waritin in
her wice wWien she spike of my mustache, and dfill feel the quiet certainty in her promise
tat we would meet agin.

For & bng while, | sat in sllence, letting the city lum belw me. My life had been buit on
movement, on leming places before they could exer feel like lome, yet tonight | alowed myself,
it only for 4 moment, o imagine a world where | stayed

Put morving would come, a5 it aways does, and duty would come with i

| lay back, letting the sound of the city fade, ling onto the memory of her for just a litle
bnger before dleep chimed me.

Morving came sow to Three Portiands, the mist hanging bower than the rising sun could burn
avay The city stirved gently, it quiet lum growing as brass pipes veleased measured bursts
of steam and the vuned linterns dimmed o faint glows.

| stepped ot info the col div with the first lignt tuching the vuoftops, the streets already dive
with soft murmurs. Enes swept their stoops while orks hauled carts of brass crates, and the
stent of fresh bread wingled with the faint wetalic tang of thaumaturgical workings. The city
for all s strangeness, felt more like a waking creature than stne and brass.

Harrow and Thorn oot vaiting af the end of the narmw street, its windows glowing softly in
the pae light. Wnside, the familiar scent of parchiment and prished wood lingered, and the
sheles hummed with aquiet magic as if the velics themselves were vousing for the day.



The thin man with siNer spectacles was already behind the counter, and when | stepped
inside, his shavp eyes lited fo meet wine. & smile tugged at his lips as he reached bebow the
counter, puling free a carefuly wrapped bunde of davk chtin

“You are a4 man of yur word, Lord Blackwod' he said "hnd |, of mine. I is finished"
He unfolded the cbth o veved the robe.

The Bhaa's pek had been crafted with astonishing care, ts deep, vich fur worked info flowing
bjers tiat shimmered faintly under the soft lighnt. Subtle vunes, sewn in thread o thicker
tan a strand of Wir, glwed brief before fading, their magic diready bound to the weave. The
shders and cuffs were frimmed fo give strength while the fabric tself vemained supple, built
to grow and shift with the boy w would wear i

't wil protect him' the man said "More than most arvor could And, as yu vequested, it wil
grow with him, tied to his essence vow. It will be his as bng a5 he ives!

| van a hand ligntly across the vbe, Fccling the faint hum of its enchantiments beneatih my
fingers. "t s finer than | expected”

The wan adusted his spectacles, watthing me carefuly. “You fruly care for this boy That s il
uniie you'

"Perivps,' | sdd simply "But he deserves it

The man smiled fainty and foded the vibe again with care. “Then may it serve him well

| thanked him and stepped back ot into the misted streets, the vobe carefuly tucked under
M\i arm

The courtyard was diveady full of students, their vibes marked with sigls. Some carried books
that fhated beside them, others whispered incantations that sparked faintly in the dir. But |
saw only Mikwil, standing viear the fountain, waiting for me. His plain brown coat made Vim look
ot of place among the dthers, yet e stond shraigter than | 1nd exer seen him.

When he spotted me, he van forvard, his burts splashing ligntly aguinst the damp stne. He
spoke quickly, in Russian, his words tumbiing mver themselves with excirement. | answered him
in the same, the binquage far easier for im than English



“They are lefting me stay' he said, his oice catthing. “They said | bebng here. | wil learn, |
will become strong”

You do bebng heve,' | tod him. “This is where you are meant fo be!

We hesttated, his lands fightening ot Wis sides before he loked up af me. "But.. | can dfill come
home, yes. To yu. T Deeds!

0 course, | sdid, keeping my fone steady "Every summer and winter, you wil come lome. The
estate wil aways be your ome, and | will aways be there!

His exes glistened, and he tried to ok away, but | crouched 0 we were level *Do ot be
achamed of this) | said auietly " is o weakness fo care for wWaat yu leave behind

"I will make you proud’ he said suddenly, his wice trembling but certain
“ou already huve,' | said

| held the vobe out to him. bis ees widened as he staved af i, amost afraid to touch i “This is
for you i wil grow with you, protect you, and vemind you of what we faced fogetier. t is yours”

He veached for it shwly, his ﬁngcrs brushing over the fur lice he tougt it wight vanish.
e never had sometiing lice this) he whispered

You earned it | sdid, placing a hand on his shoulder. *hnd one day you will do things with it that
exen | cannot imagine.”

bis vilet eyes shimmered faintly in the worving lignt as he lked up af we. "I will dways come
home."
| know | said softly "Mnd | wil always be waiting

We stepped forvard suddenly and hugged me, his small arms tignt arwund we. | returned i,
lefting him ol on for a5 bng a5 he eeded When he finally pulled back, is face was
brignter despite the tears he tried to ide.

k teather in a green vibe with a serpent dfitthed into the hem approached then. His sharp
eves flicked to me, and he gave 4 single apprning nod before caling Midwil ver.



The boy boked at me one bist fime, the vobe clufthed to i chest. 'l will do evertiing vignt;
he i,

“You dveady are,’ | aid

| stwd there unfil the great doors chsed behind him, the wist curling around the courtyard as if
the Cilege itself breathed only when he was gone dd | turn back toward the city

The Queen would be expecting me son. The worl, a5 always, would ot wait.

The veturn to England was qiet, the purney bng but without incident. The wisted streets of
Three Portlands gave way 1o the calim, famiiar countryside, and by the fime my carviage volled
up the drive of my estate, the sun wis dipping bw behind the trees. The lse stwd as it
aways had, its windows glowing warm aguinst the coming dusk.

Deeds wais witing af the dor, 4 he aways was, is hands neatly foded behind his back. bis
expressin wis as unreadable as ever, but the sigit arch of his brow hld me he had been
expedting me for hours.

“You are ater than | expected, my brd’ he sad as | stepped inside. *| assume your business
wis successful”

"t was | said, vemning my gves and handing them to im "Midwil as been accepted into
Deer Cilege. He beging immediately”

Deeds give 4 single apprining vod, thugh his exes studied me for a4 moment bnger than usual
You care for the boy more than yu would admit to anyone else. |t is.. wnusual for you, my lord
You are vot known for staying otill bng enough to care for anytining that is vot tied to your
etpedtions.

| gmie & short breath of amusement, glancing at him as | vemed my coat. “es, | keep
hearing that. Exeryine seems fo think Im incapable of such a thing and that | am sometiing
remarkable. | keep teling them | am only a naturdist and an alventurer, but o one listens!

Deeds' lips curved info the faintest smile, his tine dry "Perivps because they see simething
wu do ot

"Perivps,’ | sdid, thugh my wice carried o arquiment.



Deeds inclined his head sigtly. “Then | sl prepare his voom propery. The boy will be
returning in the summers and winters, | presume!

"Ye will' | caid “This is his lome as much s mine now'
Nery gul Deeds sdd, giing a smal vod. “The house wil feel ivelier for it

| crossed to the chir by the five, resting my new oot neatly over its back. The fames
crackled softhy, ﬁlling the voom with warmth,

Deeds watthed me a moment bnger before speaking again. “ou are quieter than usudl Did
simething else occupy your time in Three Portlands

| loked into the fire, my wice cam. "Yes. | saw someone.
"Someone important, | take it

| dlowed a smal swile at that. “mportant enugh. She is.. unlice anyne | e ever wet. And
she has & way of waking one think that perivps stajing otill would vt be such 4 tervible
thing”

Deeds gme a measured nod, his expression neutval, though his eyes held a flicker of curiosity
“Then | expect we wil hear more of her in time!

"Perivps, | said, tough the warmti of that vigit in Three Portlands lingered in iy mind far
bnger than | admitted doud

Deeds stepped back toward the doorway "I wil e dinner prepared, my brd, and the boys
viom veadied for when he returns!

“Thank yw, Deeds,' | said

When he left the voom, | sat by the fire, lefting the quiet of the estate settle around me. My
thoughts wandered between the boy and the promise in Bellas qolden eyes. For a bng whie, |
dlowed myself that peace before turning my mind back to duty

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Viscount, Naturalist, and Mored



The Pest of The Library

The evening wais quiet af the estate, the kind of quiet that seemed o seftle info the banes of
the house. The fire burmed bw in the sitting voom, throwing soft orange lignt across the
shehes, and the faint scent of ash mined with the old wood of the walls. Deeds moved about
with his usual measured precisin, his hands steady as he placed the days lefters on the side
table.

| sat by the fire, a purnal open on my knee, my thougits on writing vather than wandering
for once. The boy was away at Deer College, the estate grounds ad been dfill all day, and |
had bequn to beliexe, periaps folishly, that | might enpy a few more everings of peace
before the Gueen found a way fo intervupt it.

The knick af the door shattered that thougit immediately

It was ot the kind of knock | welcomed. Sharp, aquick, deliberate, with none of the politeness o
a couvier or the patience of a quest. Deeds paused mid-step, glancing foward the dor, then et
the lefters down neatly before qing to answer.

When he opened i, the man standing there was as far from ordinary as anyne | had seen
outside my usual travels,

He wais tall and lean, with 4 bng green cont faded from years of wear, the faint mark of 4
serpent dtitthed into its hem. bis bwts were scuffed, his dark Wir tied back with little care,
and Wis sharp eyes scanned the voom quickly before settiing on me.

"Lord Theodore Blackwond' he said, his wice low and certain.
| closed my purnal and set it on the arm of the chair. “You have found him’

He stepped inside, glancing once at Deeds, Who vemained by the door with his usual unreadable
stave. *| am from the Serpent's Hand. | would vot come here without reason. We veed your
help"

| leaned back sigitly, studying him. "hnd wiat does the Serpent's Hand need from me. You are
net known for asking for favors!



The man dd vet flinch under my gaze, tugh he seemed vestless, his weignt shifting slightly
a5 tugh he was unused to standing dfil “The Wanderer's Library s been compromised
Creatures e enfered, and we cannit visk them causing more damage than they diready
have. We need someone with experience fracking and remning such things. Someone... like
W“

| sighed quietly, vunning a hand dong the arm of my chiv. “The Library is o lunting ground
It is ot & place for blood o be spilled, vot if it can be helped You understand it

| ' he said quickly. “That i Wy we are asking yu You are known for vemning things
without leaing.. chws behind

Deeds ked at me then, his brow arching sligntly "k quiet evening vuined by strange
creatures in 4 lbrary' he sdid deyjly *| can hardy think of anything more fitfing for you, my
lord"

| stood sowly, adusting my cuffs and setting my coat veatly around my shoubders. “You always
lonow how to wake it sound inviting, Deeds!

The Serpent's Wand man gave a short vod of grafitude. “We leave at once.”

hs | passed Deeds, | said quietly “Tell the boy, when he writes, that he had best be busier
with his studies than | am with wine."

Deeds alowed the faintest omile. "0f course, my bord. Try vot fo burn the Library down. |
imagine they would be very cross with yu'

| wil keep it in mind' | said

The Serpent's Hand man led me out info the col ight, the mist curing lw abng the estate
grounds. We traveled in sllence, moing quicky o the hidden portal tucked in a narow alley of
Three Portlnds. The shimmering owal rippled faintly, vunes shifting lice liquid across ts surface.

"Mter yu' the man said.
The dir changed the moment | stepped thnugh

The Wanderer's Library was exenytning the shries chimed and more. Endless vows of
towering shees stretched in all dicections, filed with boks that seemed fo lum qietty, a5
tough whispering to one andther. The div smelled of ol parchiment, cande wat, and ink, with 4



faint metalic edge of lingering magic. Foating lnterns drifted lazily between the sheles, their
oden light spiling across carpets and ancient tables piled with sorols

The Serpent's Hand man bwered his wice as we mved deeper into the endless stacks. “The
Creatures were bst seen in the eastern section. We sedled the area fo keep them contained,
but they have been.. difficult to track

"Difficult ow | asked, my eyes scanning the foor.

“They are smal’ he admitted, "but fast. We believe they are sCaengers of some kind, and
they le diveady wevturned several sheles king for sometiing'

| crouched near a section of disturbed dust where a shelf had been pushed aside. Tiny prints,
scattered and uneven, ditted the ground | brushed my fingers wer one, oting its shalow

depth

“These are Vot predators) | said, standing agpin. *To light, to scattered They are ot hunting,
They are searthing.. or playing.

The man frowned “You are certain'
"N cevtain as | can be without seeing them”

We flowed the tral, weming thrmgh the stacks unfil soft saueaks veached us. The sound
grew Clearer as we turned a cornex, and there they were.

Wit 4 drzen gnomes o taller than my knee darted nerwush arund an overturned ple of
books. Their hats were mismatthed straps of cloth, their chthes patched with bits of twine and
buttons, and they saueaked at one andther as they pawed thnough pages, their tiny hands
mMoNing quickly

| crouched signtly, watthing them. ‘Gromes,’ | said simply
The Serpent's and man stared. “Giromes. Nl this panic.. for gnomes!

“They are harmless,' | sdid, stepping forward sbwly The gromes froze, their finy black eves
wide. One squeaked budy and darted for a nearby shelf.

| woved auickly, veaching out and catching it gently by the back of its tiny codt, lifting i inbo
the aiv.  kicked and flaled, squeaking furiously, ts litle arms swinging uselessy



"Calm ourself)' | caid, though t dd vet understand me. "We are vt here fo lurt yu'

The others panicked, squealing as they scattered, knucking info a precarious stack of books.
Several foppled to the for, pages fluttering open.

Then one Wit the ground hard, its cover snapping wide, and the dir changed immediately.

The pages gwed bright ved, runes twisting lice Ining things. k low, quitural gronl vumbled
thrugh the shees as the light pulsed outward, warping the div around i

The Serpent's Wand man cursed under his breath, stepping back. "Wt dd t just open’

| set the grome gently on the flor, tts squeaks vising info tervified chirps as it darted for
cover. "Nothing qud | said, watthing the vunes twist across the pages.

The gronl deepened, the air thick with heat and the sharp scent of burning ink. Shadows
stretohed unnaturaly bng across the sheles.

Whatever had been bound 1o that bk was coming through, and it was o grome.
| glanced at the Sevpent's Hand wan, my wice cam but firm. “You wight want fo step back!
The dir split open like torn paper, and smetiing began 1o crawl tirmgh

The dir tore like parcihment, spliting in paged seams as the ved lignt from the buk spilled out
in waves. The vunes on its pages twisted and crawled across the foor, creeping up the sides
of the sheles like Ining vines. The gromes squedled and darted into hiding, their small feet
pattering franticaly over the woden foor.

The gronl grew buder, thick and wet, like smetiing breathing tirmgh too many tiroats at
once. | moved carefuly, stepping between the fallen buks as the Serpent's Hand man backed
avay, his and instinctivel) tigntening avound the Wit of his blade.

From the tear in the dir, 4 g, slick limb forced its way thrgh t was shuped waguely lice
an arm but covered in mottled hide that veflected the Mnfemliglnf lie wet stone. Motier limb
folowed, and then a head forced toelf tivrmagh, ng and stretohed, with o exes, only vows of
sharp teeth cuning dong a pw Hhat opened tm far fo be natural

The Serpent's hand man spke bw under his breath *That is not from any bestiary | hwve
ever seen!



"because it is it suppsed fo be here,' | said, keeping my iice exen as | stepped forward. 't
is bound fo that bk t las been veleased by accident!

The thing dragged ttoelt free of the vift with a wet, tearing swnd, its bady bng and
serpertine, limbs sprouting unevenly dong its sides as it they had been pulled from different
animals and stitthed tgether. s skin pulsed faintly, almost breatiing

The gromes huddled benind a fallen shelf, saueaking in tervor, their smal lands clutching their
patthed Iats. One peeked wer the edge with wide, frightencd eyes.

The creature turned its head foward the woise, teeth grashing as it pulled ttoelt forward, claws
soraping harshly against the floor.

| drew my saber, its edge catthing the soft golden lignt of the lanterns, and slid my voling
block pishl free with my ofher hand. Loading 4 single vound into the chamber, | srapped it shut
with & gmootin motion.

The Serpent's Wand man glanced at we sharply. "Careful & stray shot will bring Inalf this
section of cheles down'

| am aware,' | said, my ees fired on the beast

t nged withot warning, it bady slamming info a shelf and sending a vain of baks to the for.
| stepped in, my saber flaching upward fo meet i, cutting across one of its limbs. Dark ichor
spraved, sizzling as it fouched the woud but leaing v fire.

The creature veared back, lcfﬁng out 4 gud'luml stream that echoed through the vows.

The Sexpent's Hand man moved to my side, his blade drawn though his stance showed more
cotion than confidence. "Wiat do you suggest, Lord Blackwood  wil vot stay in this section for
long"

"Drive it back to the book' | caid "t is tethered fo the thing, ¥ we can force it near engh, |
can end it

The monster nged agin, swinging one bng clawed limb ot we. | stepped aide just in fime,
the claw slamiming into the ground where | had stood My saber shruck agpin, slicing across the
base of tts arm and sending ansther spray of tiat dark fuid to the Foor.



The gnomes saueaked ludy from their Widing place, one braver than the vest darting out
suddenly and tirowing a lose button at the beast as if i could help. t squealed furiously
stamping s tiny feet.

"brave litle thing,' | multered, vaising my pistil. | fired, the redity warping vound striking the
creature's shoulder. The flesh twisted unnaturally, tearing treelt apart a5 it exased from
existence. The beast vetalled, thrashing widy, its tail knocking into andter shelf but ot
tppling it entirely

The Serpent's Wand man struck af one of its limbs, his blade biting shallowly into s dlick okin.
"t will ot old much bnger”

“Then keep it distracted | sdid, velwding anstner vound info the pistil with quick precisin.
o need one clear st at the buok!

The creature voared, lunging again. s claws tore info the ground as it dragged treelt forward,
Chser o me, cser to the gwing bk Ning open amng the seattered tomes.

| stepped back, letting t folow, quiding i with careful steps as it snapped at me, s teeth
clashing together in frustration. The gromes hudded cose o one andther, watching wide eved
a5 the fignt drew vearer to the cursed pages.

The vunes on the bk fared brighter, sencing its creature drawing chse, the dir warping
aqpin around us a5 it eager to veckim wat had been let lnse.

t was fime to finish this.

The creature's budy twisted unnaturally as it dragged troelt closer, its claws caning deep quuges
into the wood. The vunes on the bk pulsed faster, gowing lice a heartbedt, puling the beast
foward i even as it fougnt against the tether. tts vows of teeth clashed fogether with 4 wet
grinding sund, snapping inches from my face as | stepped back, keeping my saber vaised

The Sexpents Hand member moved to my side, his ands glowing brigit green as runes
spirdled up his arms. He muttered in bis fongue, his wiice harsh and shrained, before slamming
his pams 1o the ground. Thick \ines of shimmering energy erupted from the foor, curling
arourd the. beast's leqs and widsecton, bindng it o the spot

The monster shrieked, its bady convulsing as it tore aguinst the bindings, icher splattering to
the ground with each vidlent thrash



"hold i steady’ | said, velading my pistl and snapping the chamber shut with practiced
precision.

| am trying' the Serpents Hand member said thrugh gritted teeth, sweat dripping down his
brow. “This thing is shonger than anything | have bound before!
“Then hld it tignter, | veplied, stepping chser fo take aim

The Creature voared, snapping one of the bindings with 4 vidlent twist. The magical vines
cracked apart, scattering glwing fragments of light. t unged foward me, its teeth claghing shut
a hands breadth from my face as | ducked to the side and shished acvoss it shulder with the
saber.

The gnomes squeaked in tervor from their hiding place, one of them tossing a shray feather
quil ot the beast as if I mignt help.

The Sevpents Hand member Cursed sharpy undex his breath, his hands gowing brignter as
he slammed them into the foor again. Muther set of bindings st upward, wrapping armnd the
beasts limbs and neck, holding it back.

| vebaded my pishol with another vound, aiming at the cursed bk gwing beneath the foppled
shelf. "Nwost there. teep it dfil”

The man growled, his teeth clenched *Do it quickly. | cannot keep this up!

The creature voared agpin, tearing free anther binding with & sickening crack of magical
energy. The Serpents Wand member staggered, catthing himselt agpinst a shelf as the beast
Iungod forward, dmgging him several feet.

| stepped in quickly, bocking its patih with my saber vaised. The creature hissed, s teeth
snapping af me, its hut breath cannjing the stench of v,

"By the way' | sdid, keeping my saber between us as | glanced at the Serpents hand
member, "Wt is your name!

He dtared at me as tugh | had lost wy mind "Now. You are asking me. now!

" you die’ | said, sidestepping as the beast's claw sumimed info the ground, *| should af least
know what to have carved info a shne for yu'



The Serpents hand member muttered something that was o doubt insulting before snapping,
"Cergel My wame is Sergel Now finish this!

Nery wel, Sergel | sdid, vaising my pishl

The creature lunged again, its bdy slamming agingt the bindings, dragging tself chser to the
goving bk s ng limbs twisted widy, claws tearing chunks of wond from the Flor.

The vunes on the bk flared violently, a5 if sending the beasts nearness. The dir rippled
with heat, the magical tether puling fighter.

"Just & moment bnger,' | said, taking careful aim at the bk

Serqei strained, his hands pressed to the flor, the magical \ines glwing <o brignty vow they
painted the sheNes with green lignt. *Do it vow, Blackwond”

The beast snapped free of anither binding, lunging forward with a voar tiat vattled the
sheles. | fired

The vealty warping vound streaked through the dir, striking the edge of the buk. The runes
pulsed brighter for an instant, twisting vidlently as i trying to veclim the beast, but the
creature Tougit hardex, ts limbs clawing at the flor, vesisting the pull

Then exeryfhing clmngod.

The dir grew heavy, and a slence fell oo sudden i fekt wong. Long pale fingers stretthed
from between two shees, impossibly bong, smaoth and faceless. The Librarian had arvived

ks eongated arm veached ot and pressed one hand gently to the beasts back. The creature
froze ingtantly, its voar caugit in its Hhroat. The Libravian's oher arm vose sbwly, its fingers
weming thrmgh the dir in a shw, delberate pattern. The vunes on the bk flared gl
twisting back into place, puling the creature toward it like a tide pulling a broken ship back to
sed

The beast shrieked, thrashing once more before its limbs bent unnaturally, foding in on
themsehes as its budy was drawn info the glowing pages. The bok slimmed shut with 4 heavy
trud, the gow fading to natiing,



The Librarian vemdined for 4 moment, it featureless head turning toward us.  replaced the
bok eaty back on the shelf, aligning it perfectly before giding slenty avay info the endiess
vows of books.

Sergei cillapsed to one knee, his hands faling to i sides as the bast of his magic faded. be
oked ot me, breathing hard "Well. that could ave gone worse”

| sheathed my saber, sliding the pishl back info its Inlster. "Yes. But | think we can both
agree We Were fortunate the Librarian decided to care

The gromes peeked from their hiding place, squeaking nerwusy. One stepped forward, tipping
it pattied hat in a strange, apdogetic gesture before darting back to ts companions.

I glmced at Sergei "Shal we estort them out before they cause more trouble!

Sergei pushed himselt o is feet, shaking his head with a dry bugh “es. nd next fime
simeane acks me 1o fetth yu for help, | wil vemember this moment”

"aond) | said. "Because | wil like say yes ogpin’

The Library seftled back info its strange vinytiam, the auiet hum of unseen magic veturning as
trough voting had ppened. The sheles stod undisturbed once wore, save for the scattered
bwks Ning near the fights edge. The gromes squeaked among themselves in vapid, high
pitthed chatter, their tiny hats bibbing nerwusly as they hudded clse.

The Serpents Hand member shraigitened, brushing dust from his coat as e adusted the
serpent marked sleeve. Wi breathing wis steady agpin, thgh his brow was il damp from
the stvain of his Hhaumaturgy He glanced toward the gromes and then af me. "We shld get
them ot before amther accident occurs. The Librarians may ot be as merciful et time!

| crouched signtly, vesting the tip of my saber agingt the flor a5 | spike 1o the lead grome.
t squeaked up at me with wide black eves, tugging at it patched hat like a chid caught
steding sweets. “You came here for 4 bok, yes' | asked, my wice cam.

The grome squeaked vapidy, gesturing with its tiny hands, printing to the overturned shelves.

The Serpents hand member translated, fhough he sk his head with an incredubus ook,
“They came here for a gardening bok. Their sil s gone bad, and they hoped to find
simething fo help their crops gron. They dd ot mean to summon Hhat thing'



| vaised an exebrow. "k noble intention, thugh one would hope they would fry asking for help
vather Hhan rummaging through cursed tomes!

The gnome sauedked agpin, sfter this time, bwering its head
“They ave apbgizing, the Serpents Hand wember said, his wice bsing ts sharp edge.

| stayed crouched, watching them for a bng moment before vesting one knee fuly on the
ground 50 | was level with their small black eyes. “Your sl fails because you ave been
panting foo much in the same ground, yes. You must vest the sol, alow it fo breathe. Mix
Crushed bones of fish or animal, and statter ash from burned wod to give it strengthh aguin. I
wu cannot find bone, use ground-up shells it yu live near water. Do this for two seacons, plant
only lignt-vooted vegetables firet, then veturn to grains.  wil grow shrong again’

The gnomes blinked at we, slent for 4 moment before breaking info a chorus of excited
sauedks. One fipped tts patthed It deepy, almost faling over a5 it did <o

The Serpents Hand member gae me an od ok, You are ging gardening lessons to gromes
now."

"Why ot | said, standing aguin. *They visked everyihing to save their fod. The least | can do
is give them a proper answer”

The gromes saueaked again, bouncing slightly in place as thgh eager to leae and fry wit |
had o

‘Let us get them home before they summon amther monster,' | said

Mter a moment, Sergei spike again. “ou are vob wWhat | expected, Lord Blackwod. Most pesple
speak of \u 45 & vetkless man who Hhrives on danger. Some even claimed you would vefuse fo
help simply because the Sevpents Mand acked”

Yet heve | am" | said,

Sergei gpe 4 short bugh, shaking his head “es. You are here. You fugit a vightmare
without hesitation, kept the gromes dive, and somebow did it witout burning half the Library
down. | can see now Wy your name was suggested”

"I dd vot vealize | was gpken of oo often in your civcles) | sdd, glancing at him.



You are,! Serdei sad. “For better or worse. Many think yu are a vuisance. Some think you
ave a fol But others call yu the only man outside our own vanks W vespects the places he
steps into. They were right!

| am simp & naturdist; | said *hnd 4 naturdist gt to care for life when he can'

Sergei loked af me, his expression unveadable for 4 moment before he smirked faintly.
"Perivps that is exactly why yu are spiken of the way wu are”

The gnomes formed a clumsy litle line bekind us, wadding two by two as we began making our
way through the endless shees. The ooft glden lanterng foated lazi abive us, casting warm
ignt dong the wood, and the quiet murmurs of distant pages turning drifted in the dir.

Mter a moment, the Sevpents Hand member spike again. “You know. you could huve left. No
one would huve blamed you. But you stayed, fougit, and vow yu are helping gromes with their

erops. Why'
"Because it matters to them,' | said gimply "And that i enough'

The grome W had tipped its It earlier squeaked apin, tugging af wy bt a5 we walked
The Serpents Hand member translated quietly "t says thank yu'

| vodded, crouching briefly to meet its gaze. eep to yur gardens. That is adventure enough’
The gnome squeaked happily, pulling its hat down siyly before scurnyjing back to its companions.

We reached the shimmering portal that marked the exit fo the Library The Serpents Hand
member turned fo me, his green eyes cathing the lnternigit. *| wil see them home from
here. You lwe done more than enough

"aod, | said, sheathing my saber. “Then | will leave them in your care. Try b keep them from
wperning antning gowing ved vext time."

The Serpents Hand member gaie a vare, genuine swile. '| wil try. And Blackwond." He paused
for a4 moment, almost hesitant. "t was an lnonor."

| inclined my head sightly. *Take care. May your next summons be less troublesome.

hs he led the gromes trugh the portd, their tiny feet pattering softly, the Library fell quiet
aqpin. The soft lum of pages turning returned, as though vothing at dl wd lwppened



| glanced once toward the vows where the Libravian ad wanished, giing a small vod of vespect
before turning back the way | ad come.

Mnother quiet evening wuined, but at least the buoks, and the gardens, would be safe.

The walk back to the estate was quiet, the exening dir col and sl By the time | reached
the familiar gravel path, the sun had diveady sunk bow, leming the sky washed in deep orange
and idlet. The windows gowed warmly against the coming vigit, and the soft lum of life within
the huse was a welome veturn after the strange, endless whisper of the Library,

Deeds wais waiting ot the dur, 4 he dways was. His prsture was as pretise ds ever, hands
foded neatly behind his back, thugh there was sometiing in the way his brow lifted that
suggested he had been watting to confirm a prediction.

| take it the Library dfil stands' he sad as | stepped inside.
"t does’ | said, anding i my coat. “Though vot for lack of trying on the gnomes' part!
Deeds blinked once, fiing his head sligitly as he ook the coat. “Grnomes!

Yes, | sdid, vemning my glves. “They broke info the Library to find a gardening buk. Their
sil is faiing, and they thougnt 4 bk wight hold the answer. Instead, they managed to summon
something with far to many teeth'

Deeds' expresson dd vt shift, tough the faintest hint of amusement touched his wice. 'l
assume u deat with the creature”

'With help, | said, bwering myself into the chair viear the fire. “The Serpents hand
traumaturgist bound t a5 best e could, thugh we viearly st i entirely before the Librarian
stepped in and dragged the thing back info ts book”

Deeds gme a single ol Fortunate that the Libravian chise to infervene.”
"Fortunate indeed | said

Deeds wis slent a moment bnger before his gaze shifted toward me, his tone quiet but
pointed. *And the gromes. | imagine you did vot simply leave them fo their own devices!

| glanced af him, arching an eebrow. “You sund cevtain of tht!



"Because | know you, my brd" Deeds sad, adusting the coat in his arms. “You hune never been
able 1o sty o simply fixing a problem. You care o much 1o leave anyne in the state you
found them!

| let out & short breath, something chse 1o a laugh. Ves, well they wil not be vaiding the
Library again. | tod them how 1o vestore their sil. Bone medl, ach, ground shells if they can
find them. Lignt crops first, then grains after a few seasons. They were.. very grateful’

Deeds vaised one brow slightly higher. "0F course they were. Few would visk their nes fo save
a crop, and Fewer il would sty fo teach them how to fix it

| gmie & smal shrug, leaning back in the chir. 't mattered to them. That is engh’

Deeds gmie the faintest sigh, thugh there was simething softer in it than disapproval *You wil
hever sty doing this, will you'

"Probably vot' | said, my ees on the fire. “The world does vot seem to let me stp, and even if
it did, 1 doubt | could ignore it

Deeds vodded once, his face as cam as ever. “Then | wil e supper prepared. | assume you
wil want something warm after sming gnomes, a library, and, by extension, their gardens!

| gove a fant smile. “Thank yu, Deeds!

hs e moved toward the dor, | sat back, lefting the warmthh of the fire wash wver me. My
trougits lingered briefly on the finy gnome tipping its patched Inat and on Sergel, wo had
visked himself without question. In a world of ancient bwks and texvible creatures, sometimes it
wis the smallest things—patthed hats and gavden solthat staved with you the bngest.

Lord Thesdore Thomas Blackwod
Viscount, Naturalist, and Grome Pest Control



The Gentlemen Cowboy

The summons from the Queen carried the weight of duty heaier than wost. Delivered at first
ligrt, the letter bore the careful andwriting of her private secretary, every word chisen with
precision. K painting of coniderable alue, buth atisticaly and anomabusly, hud been shlen from

a vovl collection. The curafor assigned to ts care 1ad fled with i, anishing across the Mlantic

and, a5 the Gueen's siurtes believed, disappearing into the growing frontier towns of America's
West.

t was vot wy first time setting fwt in America, but | ad never traveled 5o far west. The last
time | crossed the ocean, the world here felt vaw and wid, but dlready the vails and cities 1ad
bequn to canve into it heart. Aocording o the letter, | would vt be seeling the curafor in 4
city. He 1 hidden himself among the vougher settlements where shexitfs kept se order and
men carvied their laws in holsters at their hips.

When | set the lefter adide, Deeds was aiready sfmding with his hands behind his back,
watthing me with his usual Calm.

You already lonow what i says,' | said, folding the paper neatly
'l suspected Deeds veplied “The Gueen does vob send worning couriers for watters of leisure.

"No, she does ot | sdid, viging from the chir. “The curator s taken the painting to America.
The west, o less. | suspect he thinks it the perfect place fo hide. Few ask questions there,
fewer il care bt a gingle man or wat he carries!

Deeds inclined his head sigrtly. I vecall you once spoke fondly of America's willerness, thugh |
cannet imagine you are eager o meet its outlaws!

"L will vt deny | would vather be cataoging it animals than chasing thieves,' | sdid, adusting my
cuffs. "But t is my task, and | wil see it done!

| wil e your travel trunk prepared; Deeds sad smuthly "hnd your pistdl, | assume.”
Ves,' | caid "hnd the Sharps vifle as well k man does vt vide into the west unprepared”
Deeds gme a faint, approving vod "Will yu be traveling done.”



| will' | said. "k wil be simpler that way. k stranger draws enough attention on bis own witiout
dragging anther info it!

"hs W wish' Deeds veplied His wice softened just slightly as he added, “Take care, my lord
The west is far from the quiet halls yu are accustomed to

| gmie & Faint omile, tough it held o humor. "Quiet as viever been my way, Deeds!

The preparations weve made swiftty Within a day, | was aboard 4 steamship bound for New
York, the crossing as vestless as the waves themseles. From there, a train carvied me
westward, the ndscape changing sowly from the settled cities to open plins, then mountains,
and final to the dry, sun-baked lands that stretthed foward the horizon.

The fown where | arvived was small and harsh, built of sun-bleached wod and dust. Horses stond
tied dong the street, and men watthed one anuther from shaded porches with the quiet
suspicion born of hard ing. k single teleqraph pole clicked faintly as | stepped off the
stageconch, my bts crunching against the dry earth

| fek the weignt of the place immediately This was a fown that tilerated strangers only 0 bng
a5 they kept to themseles.

The Queen's informant lad given me 4 ame. & man had been seen buying supplies here
weeks ago, 4 man wo fit the curator's description. He had vt stayed ng but had asked fo
many aquestions about abandoned mines in the vearby hills.

¥ he was hiding, e hud chosen well The west hud o shortage of places for men b
disappear.

| found & voom af the only inn and set my things down before stepping inbo the sabon. The air
smelled of whickey and dust, and the piano in the corner played auietly, its keys shruck by a
ftired wusician. | drew litle attention as | entered, save for a fow lingering glances at my codt,
which was far to fine for this part of the world

| ordeved a drink and tok & seat near the back, watching the voom. Men spike in low wices,
hats fipped bow over their eyes. & few cards slapped against tables, and the clink of glisses
punctuated the conversations,



When the barkeep brought me iy glass, | sl a coin across the counter and spoke qietty. '
am loking for a man. Oder, with spectacles and a nerwus habit of wringing his lnands. he would
have passed thvough a week or two agp, acking about wines!

The barkeep eyed me for a bng moment before shrugging slightly. "Migitve been someone
lice that. Folks wWho ack fo0 many questions abut the hills don't stay bong. Beard he was heading
north, maybe toward the od Whitcomb Mine. Aint much left up there but vust and vocks. Folks
say it haunted Cant say | believe i, but | dint viding up to see for myselt!

“Thank ' | said simply, finiching my drink before vising,

The Whittamb Mine. t was a start, and in this country, a start was more than most men could
nope for.

hs | stepped back onto the street, the sun had bequn to set, painting the dry land in bng
shreaks of gl and chadow. Somewhnere out in those hills, the curafor sat with the painting,
hiding from the world Whether he fled out of fear or guit, | would soon kvow

And i e was hiding in a place men called haunted, ne would vot be Widing abone.

The exening sun hud dipped bwer by the time | stepped out of the sabon, painting the dusty
street in bng shudows. The dir smelled of dry eartih and horses, the faint sund of buots
stuffing over woud porthes wiing with the low lum of talk from bekind swinging doors.

| adusted my coat as | descended the steps, diready aware of how much | stwd ot here. My
chthing was tw fine, tw carefuly kept, my pasture tw proper for a place where most men
wre Weaviness lice armor. | caugnt more than one lingexing glance as | stepped info the voad,
bwts crunching in the diet, and | onew full well low foreign | lked against the backdrop o
sun-baked timber and faded ats,

Then | saw her.

Standing near the hitthing post by the general shre, her white Wi caugit the dying
sunlight, glowing faintly againt the gl el She wore affive sutted for the west vow, a black
viding olirt and a fitted buse beneath a dark, dusted cof, the siver trim catching the light
when she shiffed Her qilden eyes stanned the street casually, but even in this crowd she
mved with 4 quiet grace that seemed to set her apart, as it the place bent around her
presence.



| shpped for 4 moment without meaning to, surpriced at how quickly vecognition struck. The last
time we hd gpoken, it ad been among wisty streets and warm lignt in Three Portlands, and
now here she std, among dust and g, as if she bebnged here entirely

Wer gaze lid acrss the street and caugnt wine. There was the smallest flicker of something
in her expressin, 4 soft vecognition, and then that faint, knowing smile | hud come to expect
from her.

"Well! she sdid as | approached, her wice warm but with its usual auiet amusement. 'l did ot
expect 10 see yu 5o far from your fine halls and polished manners, Theodre. You stand out
here like a con in the dirt”

"| suspected as much) | said, coming to stand beside her. "But yu seem to e adapted
perfect’

pela gave 4 light shrug, her golden eyes glinting faintly in the sefting sun. "Il make a habit of
blending in where | need fo. Something you might consider, unless you enpy every pair of ees
in this fown wondexing wo yu are”

| alowed the fantest omile. 'l had vot planned on announcing myself, but it seems my coat does
s for me. Perivps | chould have left i in England’

"Periups, she said, her smile soffening. "eut | cannot say | mind seeing you look so ot of
plce."

"Wd what brings wu here, el | asked, studying her carefuly. “You are vot the type to
wander without purpose.”

Wer smile lingered, but she Wked toward the street instead of answering directly. *America g
its charis. Even the west. And perivps | am simply curious dbodt what yu ave doing here!

| gmie her a measured ok “Then yu dready know wiy | am here”

pel tited her head sigrtly the sunlignt catthing in her Wair as she glanced back af me. '
might. But you wil fel me anyway”

"I am ooking for & man | said " oder curator wo fled with 4 painfing. The Gueen wants
him back, dong with the piece.



"Wd yu came dl the way here to find him' Bela sad, her wice auiet. “You do enpy chwsing
things o one else would bother with'

" is my duty' | said.

pela studied me for a bng moment, her glden eves soffer ow. 't is more than duty with you,
Theadore. You Chuse because yu cannit sty yurself. You cannet leave things undone, exen
waen o one would blame yu for turning avay'

| gaid vatiing, only gave a faint breath, simewnere between agreement and dismissal *Do you
konow anything of Jim”

"Periups, she sad, her smile curling signty again. *put information is varely free, and yu are
very edsy o bargain with when you want sometiing”

| vaised a brow. "hnd what would you ask for”

pela loked ot me for a bng woment, her golden eyes glimmering with quiet mischief. "k simple
thing. You wil walk with me for a while. No talk of paintings or curators. Just you, here, in this
strange little town, for a5 bng a5 | decide

| gmie her a bng lok, bt there was o hesitafion in her gaze, only that same gpiet
confidence she aways carvied

Nery well' | caid finally

Bela omiled, & warmer one this time, and gcsiured toward the street. “Then let us walk. You
can ok lice you bebng o this place for once, even if only for an hour!

And <0 | walked with her, my fine cont gathering dust as the last light of the sun stretched
across the western horizon,

The sun was sinking lower by the time Bell led me toward the general shre, the sky painted
N shreaks of ved and gl that seemed to set the while dusty stveet digit. The townsholk
moved lazily vow, finishing their ervands before vetveating indurs for the vight. Bela walked
beside we with an ease | could vot match, her burts kicking up ltle puffs of dust with every
step, her qiden exes glancing foward me ow and aguin with quiet amusement.

You veal\ do ok lice yu stepped off a steamer this morning, she sdid finaly, her lips curing
Faintly.



"I did" | veplied.

"Eractly’ she said, titing her head toward me. "And everyne can fell You walk too shraight, your
coat is o0 fine, and your bwts are polished You ok like a wan wh thinks this is a brief st
before veturning to smething better!

"Perivps because it is) | said,

pela gae me a knowing lok, the corners of her mouth Iif-hng. “Then humor me. Come inside
for 4 moment"

Pefore | could ask, she stepped info the general stre, pushing the door open a5 the little bel
abwie 1t chimed. | folowed, finding the inside warm and cramped, lined with sheles of tools,
canned goods, and foded stacks of chiing. & man behind the counter vodded fo Bella, who
returned the gesture with a polite smile: before siffing Hhrough a vow of nanging poncios,

She pulled one free, Wlding i up aguingt me crificaly | was a simple brown, patterned faintly
with darker shripes, nothing vemarkable, but it Wked far more sutted fo the west than my fine
traveling cot.

| am ot wearing it | 54id, vaising a brow.
Yes, yu are, she veplied without hestation, aiready fossing it at we. *Put it on’
| caugt i, giing her a measured bok. "And wiy, evactly, am | wearing this!

"Because you stand ouf, and it wil help you blend in' she sad *And because | want to see yu
in t. Go on'

There wis o use avguing. | draped the ponco Ner my shiulders, adusting it signtly as Bela
stepped back fo ok me over. Wer qlden exes glinted with obious amusement, and she plucked
a wide-brimmed conboy hat from a vearby shelf, sefting it on my head before | culd protest.

She omiled then, the first genvine, unquarded omile | had seen From her in some fime. "Well
now, yu sure are boking the part!

| g her a flat ok, though a faint it of amusement tugged at me despite myself. *Are you
Pleased with yurself”

Nery' Bela caid "t | dd vot know you, | migit almost believe u were born here. Mimost!



" fird that ard to beliove,’ | s, adusting the Wt sligpty

Do ot she sdid. “You are charming evough fo fit in anywnere if you bother trying. You simply
choose ot fo.

| glanced at her, though she was diready pretending to shudy the shees. "hnd wiat does Hat
mean.'

She shrugged lighty. "t means you are always mning. Nways Chasing something. You never stp
bng enmgh to let a place feel like it belngs to you. Not England, not Three Portiands, and
cevtany ot here!

| considered that for 4 moment, watthing her as she mved past me foward the counter. *And
wu Do yu feel lie yu belng anywhere!

pela hestated just for a fraction of a second before smiling faintly. *Sometimes. But bebnging is
ot aways abot staying. Sometimes it is about how bng you let yurself pretend”

She paid for the poncio and Wat herself, handing the shopkeeper a few ciins before turning
to me.

“You did vot lave o do tat! | caid
"I know,' che sdid, her smile ;oﬁcning. "But | wanted o

We stepped back out into the coing evening, the dir heavy with the scent of dust and faint
wondsmoke. The sky was turning 4 deep purple now, lanterns beginning fo gw in the windows.

D0 yu hate it here,' Bela asked after a quiet moment, her gaze sweeping wer the street.

"No,' | gaid truthfuly. ¥ i ot England, but there is smething honest about this place. Harsh,
but honest!

Pela nodded shwly, her golden eyes watthing me as it medsuring the gincerity of my words. I
tougit yu might say something lie that!

We walked in slence for a whie after that, the fown sbwly settling info vignt around us. For
the first fime dince anviving, | felt amost unnoticed, though | suspected that lad less fo do with
the poncho and Iat and wore to do with her presence beside me.



The sun wis nearly gne by the time we left the town behind, the dusty streets giing way
to open land bathed in the deep ved and vidlet of the evening sky. Bela walked anead with an
edsy confidence, her black coat brushing lightly aguinst dry brush as she led us foward a rise
Just beynd the edge of town. | folowed, my buots crunching agingt the earth, the poncio and
hat she 1l insisted | wear drawing far fewer stares now than my usual coat would ave.

She ganced back at me once, a faint smile tugging at her lips. You ave starting to k. the
part vow, Theodore. Mmost like a man who bebngs here!

"I wil take that as praice, | caid.

't i she sdid with 4 light bugh “Though you sl walk like somene who expects the Queen o
appear ot any woment o judge you for the dust on your buots!

| hook wy head sigrtly, but a small smile found its way to me despite myself

We reached the fop of the vise after a few minutes, the ground evening out info a vocky
werbok. Pebw us stretthed an endless expanse of desert, vling with soft dunes and dotted
with jpgged shine odteroppings that cast bng shadows in the fading lignt. The dir smelled of dry
earth and faint sage, and the sllence carried a strange, serene weight, broken only by the
Whisper of wind across the vocks,

pell settled onfo a flat stine near the edge, sitfing with one knee drawn up sightly, her coat
poing behind hex. | pined her, bwering myself o the vock beside her, resting the Sharps
vifle across my lap as | boked out ver the view.

“This is ot England she sdid after a bng moment, her goden eyes scanning the horizon
"No, it is ot | veplied

't feels hnest here,' Bela continued, her wice auiet. ‘untamed, harsh, but onest. No kings, no
Courts, o one fo care about wWho you are or wWhat you luve done. Only the land deciding what you
can and cannot be!

"Does tat sult you,' | asked

Pela fited her head slightly, her qilden eves cafthing the last streaks of sunlight. *1 do ot
bebng anywnere, Theadre. But here, at least, | can pretend”

| lboked af her, my wice softer. "Mnd do you think | belng anywhere.”



pela turned her gaze toward me, a Faint smile curling at the corner of her mouth. “You bebng
exerywhere and rownere at once. That is yur problem”

Pefore | could answer, she shifted sligrtly cser, leaning until her head vested gently on my
shulder. Ber white Wir brushed against my ponch, glwing faintly in the dim light.

| glanced at her, one brow lifting sightly. ‘Comfortable, are we!

Nery' Bela cdid withot ifting her head, her tone warm and teasing. "Besides, yu wear this
vidicubus poncho far to0 well t would be a shame vot to use it as it was meant fo be used"

hs a pilow | acked, glancing down at her.

"hs aomething aofter than vocks,' she replied with a4 quiet bugh. “You should be flattered | do
not wake a Wbtk of vesting on every man dressed as a conboy”

| shook my head sligntly, though | felt a vare, quiet amusement in her words. “Then | shal fake
it as an honor.'

‘awd el said simply, her golden eyes half-chsed now as she watthed the horizon.

We aat there as the st lignt faded, the desext bathed in giNer under the first stars. For
nce, there was vo talk of shilen paintings or curators, o chasing of duties or distant promises.
Just the quiet sound of the wind and Bela resting against my shoulder 4 if, for this moment,
the world had vo veed of us at all

The stars ad bequn o scatter acnss the darkening sky, pale and quiet, as we sat fogether
on the vocky overlok. The desert stretthed endess bebw us, siNered by moonligit, the vidges
and clitfs cutting bng shadows that bked almost like sleeping beasts sprawled acrss the land

pela ad vot moved her head from my shoulder, and | had grown accustomed to the faint weignt
of i aguint me, the auiet vise and fall of her breatiing as she stared ot wer the horizon.
The Sharps rifle rested lmsely across my lap, though for once my hands were otil, my
troughts less restless than they had been in days.

“This is almost strange,' | said after a lng slence.
She wade a st sund, alimost questioning, without lifting her head
‘Citting here, ding vothing,' | clarified "™No pursuf, o plan, just this!



pelas qlden eyes shifted sigrtly o ok at me, though she dd ot it her head “You sound
surpriced to find yu can sty for more than a breath”

"ecause | varely can | admitted. "Even vow, | keep thinking of what | shold be doing.

"Md yet Y are here,' she sdid simpl. "Which means sime part of yu wanted this. Even if
yu wil ot admit it

| gmie & guiet breath, alwost a laugh, but said vething,

pels eyes sffened, the teasing edge in her wice ging way to something quieter. “You do ot

have t chase everything done, Theudre. Sometimes letting simeone else stand beside yu does
ot make you weaker.'

| glanced at hex then, but she was bking back ot at the desert, her expressin unreadable
in the moonlight.

You speak as it yu plan fo stand beside me.' | aid.

"Perivps | ' she replied, her tone lightening again, though there was something warmer
benedth t. "Perups | dready am'

For a while, we let the slence stretth aqpin, the cool wind brushiV\g across the vocks, cannying
with it the dry scent of sage and dust. Then, withut ifting her head, Pela spike aguin, her
tone casudl, but her words deliberate.

“Tel me Thewore, What is it yu fear the most?

| would be caugit off quard by such a question, my mind began flickering for an angwer but |
suppse | aready knew i all to well "t | feared for anyting i would be lbsing this moment
here and vow with you. Periaps forgetting you enfively would shake this naturdist heart of
mine."

She omirked at this as if the answer was satisfactory for her. Then in 4 moment che moved
on from why answer and vesponded back with “ou should head for the old wine in the hills!

| turned sigrty to ok ab her. "o you do lovow”



Her gqolden eyes flcked to me briefly, glinfing faintly in the stariight. "I know wmany things. But
Yes, the man Y ave oking for is there. He s been hiding for days. You are vot the only
e loking for him, though

"Bandts, | quessed

pels faint smile veturned "Clever as always. They think he his more Hhan a painting. They
ave Wt vigt!

"Md low do you know all of this" | acked

pela finaly litted her head from my shoulder, sitting up straigiter as she brushed a stray ok
of white Wi behind her ear. "Because | listen. And because pesple speak more Hhan they
shold when they think o one is paying attention. You should thank me for sming yu the
trouble of asking every drunk in tiat gabon”

| gove 4 small, wry smile. “Then thank y, Pela’

You are welcome,' she said, her omile soching. “Though | doubt you would lwve sat here o
bng if | had told you earlier”

You ave probably vight,' | adwitted

pela vose smotily from the vock, brushing the dust from her coat. She loked down o me, her
qlden eyes warm but gimmering with their usual quiet mischief. “You should get some vest,
Theodore. Tomorvow wil ot be auiet. Those bandits are vot the kind to talk First"

"Ad ' | asked, standing ac well

pel tited her head, that same knowing swile curiing her lips. I migit see yu there. or |
might vot. But either way, you wil manage. You always d.

Then, as she stepped closer, she leaned in and pressed a <ft kiss to my cheek. It was brief,
amost casual, but her gqolden ees lingered on wine for just 4 moment bnger than needed

"Consider that for ek she sdid, turning away before | could respond

| watthed her as she started back down the patih toward town, her black coat cafching faint
streaks of moonligit as she walked | adusted the rifle on my shoulder, my gaze turning toward
the dark hills in the distance.



The curafor wais waiting. And o, it seemed, were others.
Tomorvow would ot be quiet indeed

Dawn crept shwly across the desext, painting the sands in soft shades of qold and pale vose. |
set ot before the sun had fully visen, my Sharps rifle sung across my back and the poncio
pela had insisted | wear draped ligntly over my shoulders. The air was col dfill, Hhough the
promise of heat dlready hung on the horizon.

The tvail to the od Whitcomb Mine wound through dry gulies and sparse brush, the ground
marked by wagn vuts bng abandoned The town had been vight. This place had been dead for
Years. The woden scatfolds of the wine stood black against the vising sun, leaning lice od
bones againgt the wileide. t loiked quiet, but the. kind of quiet trat Felt staged, as if the land
ttoelf were holing its breath

| dismunted ot the edge of the mine's odter camp, ting my horse to a half-broken post.
There weve fracks in the dirt. Not ust one man's. Tio many buts, tm vecent. Bandts. Bela
hd been vignt.

| moved sowly, keeping o the edges of the seattered shacks. My biots crunched ligntly over
the ground a5 | climbed a bw rise overloking the wine enfrance. From there, | saw them. Five
men, maybe sit, gathered near the wain shuft. They were vougn-oking, wide-brimmed hats
puled bow, their quns glinting faintly in the morning ligt. one had 4 vifle slung lazily over his
shoulder, while the vest carried revohers.

The curator was with them, bund at the wrists and itting viear the wine entrance, his
spettacles cracked, his coat forn, his face pale but dive. One of the bandts grabbed him by
the colar, shouting sometiing | could vot hear from this distance, before striking him across the
face and sending him sprawing,

| adusted my grip on the Sharps vifle. They had net oticed me vet, but time was vunning
thin. | needed to act before they decided they o bnger veeded the curabor diive.

| crept chsex, keeping bw among the vocks, until | ud a clear shet. The Sharps was a
single-shot wedpon, powerful but sow. It would have fo count. | steadied my breathing, the sun
cresting fuly over the horizon as | fok dim at the man standing vearest the curabor.

The st cracked thnough the otil morning div. The bandt dropped instantly, tivown back into
the dirt. The others spun around, shouting, weapons diveady drawn.



| ducked behind the nearest crafe as bullets tore into the waod, splinters fiing. The gound of
those vexoers was sharp and fast, far quicker than | nd anticipated. | broke open the rifle,
siding in ansther vound a5 bullets Kicked up dirt around me.

| vose ust enough o fire. Another bandt fel, clutthing his chest as he crumpled to the ground
The others began spreading out, trying to flank me. Smart men, or at least experienced
illers.

| shifted positions, velading quickly before holstering the vifle. The bandts' rewers barked
aqpin and again, their vnytim velentiess, and | could feel st how oufpaced | was by the sheer
speed of their weapons. My viling blck pistl came free in one hand, my saber in the other.

The first bandt came armnd the side, vewher vaised My pishl cracked, drpping him before
he cold fire. Mother vushed in from the oppsite side, and my saber met him in a sharp arc,
cutting across his arm and shoder. He stumbled back, firing widly, but his sots went wide.

K third charged, swinging his vexiNer like a club. | stepped in, lncking it adide with the saber
before strikdng him with the i, sending him sprawling into the dirt.

The last man fired twice, the bullets striking so chse | felt the heat of one graze padt. |
fired once in veturn, wy single shit taking bim in the chest. He dropped instantly, the vexher
sipping from his grasp into the dust.

The camp fel slent except for the faint creak of the wine scatfods in the worving breeze.

| bwered the pish, slding it back into ts holster, and glanced around ot the fallen bandts. For 4
moment, | simply stowd there, listening fo the echo of my own breathing. Then | cruched beside
e of the men, picking up his vewher.

| turned it in my hand, studying the fine mechanici, the weignt perfectly balanced for quick
use. s cyfinder otil held three vounds, and even in the bow light, | could see the careful
eraftsmanghip in ts design.

"I dd vot vedize how powerful these things truly were,' | said quietly, almost fo myself. *Samuel
Cott was one hell of an inventor”

| 5l the vewher into the empty hilster af my dide, ts weight fitting easiy againgt my hip.
think | wil keep this. It would be a chame vot fo see what | can do with it



The curaor dtirved weakly near the entrance, drawing my aftention back. | crossed the
distance, cufting the vopes ot his wrists.

You ave here for the painting' he managed, his wice harse.
| am' | sdid simpl. You are fortunate fo dfil be dive o tel me where i is!

“They tok it inside,’ the curator said, vubbing his wrists shakiy “They thgt it was cursed,
but they wanted to cell it anyway | ol them ot to open it

“Then we had best not lingex," | said, glancing foward the yawning mouth of the mine. "Stay
here. | wil bring it out"

The curafor vodded weakdy, his hands trembling tm much fo argue.

| adusted the poncko Bella lnad chosen for me, vesting the new vewer at my side, and
tigntened my grip on the saber. The bandits had been bad enugh, but the way the curafor
had spaken of the painting carvied a weight that was harder to ignore.

| stepped into the shadwed mouth of the mine. The dir was colder inside, unnaturally s, and
carvied a faint hum that dlmost sounded like whispering words | could ot understand,

Whatever lay waiting in the dark, this was far from finished

The dir in the mine was heavy, Colder than the desert outside shold ever alow. Each step |
tooke stirved fine dust from the ground, and the sund of my busts echoed unnaturaly against the
stne wals. The deeper | went, the more | felt i, that bow lum in the dir, pulsing fantly lice
4 heartbeat muffled by stone.

The woden beams dbive Creaked under their own age, shadows stretthing unnaturaly bng in
the linternlignt | carvied My and stayed chse to the vewer at iy hip, the weignt of it
quiet veassurance. Mter seeing waat these weapons could do in the hands of men, | found
myselt more impressed Hhan | cared to admit. Samuel Cott had created something extravrdinary
Prutal, etficient, and far faster than anything | 1ad carvied before. | could vot help but wonder
Wt 4 man of stience and patience mignt do with such a design refined further.

| pressed deeper into the wine, the lantern's gow painting the naron walls in wavering gold
The dir grew colder with every step, carnjing a smell of vust and sometiing older, sometiing
tat felt lice i had waited far fo bng in slence.



The passage opened into a larger chamber at last, and the whispers grew strnger, curling
faintly avound me lie words spoken just ot of veach The painting was there, propped against
4 Crate, ts frame catching the dul light

It was o ordinary work. The image shifted almost imperceptib as | drew clser, as it my eyes
could vot ol it ol A one glance, it seemed to show a great stne Wl with high arches, af
andthex, the shapes twisted inty sometiing else entively, info shadows shaped lie limbs it
seemed o mve wWhen | was ot boldng,

& dead bandt lay viearby, his bdy sprawled unnaturaly, his face frozen in tervor. Wintever
had lled him had vot needed to fouch him.

| approached carefuly, saber in one hand, the vexier dill lstered but ready. The closer |
came, the colder it ek, the lum vising in pitth until it bordered on sometiing almast lice a
Whigper. For 4 brief woment, the image seemed to shift again, showing a tal, thin figure
standing in the distance of that painted hall ts head turned toward me, as if avare.

You ave on paint and canvas,' | sdid quietly, my wiice steady despite the chill crawiing af the
back. of my wind "Mnd you are Coming with we!

The hum surged for 4 moment, almost angry, but | ignored . | wrapped the pincho tightly
around the frame, and the dir shifted immediately, the cold beginning to fade, though | could ot
feel samething lingering beneath the weignt of

Turning back, | left the chamber withot bking behind me. The glence that folowed felt
Awost delibevate, as it the mine ttself were witthing me leave.

The curator was where | ad left him, itting slumped against 4 broken beam. Relief fickered
in hig tived eyes when he saw the wrapped painting in my arms, though his hands trembled
4 he spile.

You bune it he sad hoarsely “ou should vot lave touched it. You do ot know wiat it does”

| wrapped it | said simply, setting it briefly agingt the wall 't is ot gping fo lnavim me for
carrying it

The curator shwk his head shwly, his expressin grim. " does ot eed to havim you now.
Sometimes it waits. Sometimes it lingers



| studied vim for a lng moment before lifting the painting agpin. *Then we wil ot linger
either. We are leaing. The soner it i back where it bebngs, the befter!

The curator vodded weakdy, forcing himself to his feet. His legs were unsteady, but he folwed
a5 | led him back foward the Iiglnf.

Oufside, the sun had visen full, casting bng golden streaks acrss the desert. The warith fek
amost alien after the cold of the wine. | secured the painting carefull to my horse, tigntening
the straps s the canvas would ot ohift.

The curator climbed onto the horse bekind me, hkling on weakdy a5 | adusted the veins. The
sun ginted off the wrapped poncio that held the painting, and for a brief moment, | Hhougit |
felt i lum agpin

"Let us hope,' | said quietly, "that this trip lome will be quieter than the vide here!

The horse started forward, hones Kicking up dry dust as we vode back toward fown, leming
the mine and its secrets behind us in the golden light of morning,

The purney back fo England was bng and ouiet, marked only by the steady creak of the ship's
timbers and the soft vocking of the waves. The curator spoke little, spending most of the
woyige staring out at the sea as though his thghts were frapped simewhere within that
cursed painting. | dd net press him There were sime burdens 4 man had to setfle with
himself before he could speak of them.

The painting remained wrapped in the poncho Bela had given me. | kept it viear, neer
letting it out of my sight, though | was careful vt o stare at it for tw bng when | checked
the straps. Even civered, there were moments when | thougit | fet it pulse faintly, a5 it
sime. unseen thing inside the canwas was waiting, watching,

By the time we dicked af Southampton, the dir fekt different, heaier with the familar damp of
home. K carviage waited for us, arvanged by the Gueen's orders, and we traveled directly to the
voyl colection wheve the painting had once hung,

The Queen herselt was wating when we arvived, standing at the far end of the private
llery. She was as piised a5 exer, her presence commanding without 4 single word spoken.
The curafor stepped forward first, bowing deeply before taking his place near the quards who
had been sent o estort im for questioning,



| set the painting down carefuly before her, unwrapping it ony enough for the frame o be
visle. Her ees lingered on it for a bng woment, unreadable, before she finally spike.

You hune done wel, Lord Blackwond she sdid, her wice calim but canrying that familiar weight
of authority. *This wil keep the Ovder satistied. You understand how important this pece is!

| understand’ | said simpN.

She studed me for andther bng moment, as it searching for sime unspaken detal in my face.
You lune been fo America before, but nexer this far west. Did you find i changed”

"Much s changed | said "But vt its lonesty I is sfill 4 land that keeps little hiden, even
when its peple try'

The Gueen gave 4 Faint, ’rhouglnfful nod. “Then yu lve done the Crown 4 great senice once
ogpin. | thank yu'

With that, she gestured for the quards to take the painting fo it sealed chamber. hs they
carvied it away, | fekt a faint chill pass tivugh the dir, tough it might lave been only my
imagination.

When all wais done, | veturned o the estate. Deeds was wifing af the door when | arrived, his
usudl cam expressin softening just sightly when he saw me.

You have veturned in one piece,’ Deeds sad, taking my coat as | stepped inside. "nd with v
strange inuries this fime, | hope.”

"Nothing that will vot fade; | veplied, setting the vewher | had taken from fhe bandts onto the
table.

Deeds eved it briefly, his brow lifing a fraction. "k new acauisition, my lord"

| gmie & omall vod, bosening the poncho from my shoulders. “To think man could lave such
pover in his hands with one of these. | simply must see what | can do to improve it

Deeds gve the faintest hint of a smile, though Wi tone vemained measured "I ope you do ot
pan fo make a Wbtk of adopting every weapon you find interesting

'0ny the ones that wight be useful’ 1 said, lowering myself info the chair by the fire.



Deeds foded my coat neatly over his arm, stuljing me for a moment. “You care for this work
more than you admit, my lord Most would have left the curator to his fate, yet yu brougt bim
back aie, and with the painting intact. | sugpect few would thank you for the effort!

| leaned back, glancing foward the fire. ‘Perivps nt. But i mattered, and that is enough'

Deeds inclined his head signtly, the faintest trace of approwl in his ees. ' wil huve supper
prepared. | seems yu huve earned it again’

“Thank o, Deeds,' | said, letting the quiet of the estate settle around me.

For the first fime since | had left for America, | alowed myself to velaw fuly, the warmtia of
home. veplacing the dry chil of the desert and the Jum of that cursed painfing. Wiatever
waitted for e next, for tonigit at least, the world could vt

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwod
Viscount, Naturalist, and English Cowboy



The Tea Pa\\r’r\f

The st had been clean, a sharp punch of heat that tore thrugh me before | even redized
it 1ad shruck. One moment, there had been shting, the clash of metal and the crack of
qunfie, and the vext there was only the taste of iron in my mouth 45 | staggered back. The
vorl] fited sharply, then faded. | remembered faling, the cold of the earth against my cheek,
and then vothing,

When | opened my eyes again, | was o bnger on tiat field

The voom | found myself in was imposibly white. There were o wals, no ceiing, just a blank
endlessness that stretthed ot in every direction. The chir beneath me was simple and
woden, perfectly crafted but unremarkable, and in front of me sat anther chair aveady
ocCupied

The wan sitting there wore armor of steel and brinze, aged but polished in delberate care,
and marked with faint Latin inscriptions aong the plates. His helmet was dfill on, ts surface qold
and brinze, the gaps between its plates painted a deep scarlet. k cross was efthed boldy
acnss the bront, catching the soft glow of the ligitless vom. bis eyes gwed faintly from
within, bronze and calim, a5 if they were embers behind a grate.

Between us sat a smal wouden table, perfectly set for tea K prlished kettle steamed quietly,
and two cups rested upon fine saucers.

The man fited is head slightly as | stirved, his wice canning an unmistakable Rustralian
accent, smooth and grounded, amost casual despite the shrangeness of wur surroundings.

"N, W are avake,' he sdid, ifting the kettle and pouring a steady stream of amber liquid into
one of the cups. “Took yu bng enougn. Thought you might sleep thrmgh the whdle thing”

| sat straighter, keeping my posture compsed Hhough my wind was otil catehing up fo what hnad
happened. "hnd wiat thing is this evactly’

He cet the kettle down, his bronw—glwod hand gesturing lightly fo the table. *Tea Wit ele
would it be!



| staved at him for a g moment, taking in the shrange mix of solemnity and ease Hhat
survounded him. "“You wil Forqivc me if | am vot enfirely aF ease. | was shut moments op!

"Moments agp for yu' he vepled, siding one of the cups toward me with delberate calm. "put
time works diferently here. You are vot dying. Not yet anyway. So drink. Might as well enpy
the wait

| did vot touch the cup, my affention fixed on him. "Win are yu'

There wais a faint pause, and then he leaned back in his chair, brinze eyes giimmering
faintly thrugh the slit of the helmets cross. "Boston”

one of my brows lifted signtly. "Boston. That is an odd name for & man with an Austrian
accent!

He chuckled softly af that, the sound low and unbotihered. *| get that a bt

| finaly litted the cup, though | dd ot drink yet, stuling him carefuly. Whoever he was,
wtever this place was, vothing about im felt ordinary. He watthed me steady, his posture
relaved, amost as it he had all the time in the world to wat for my questions.

Md in this place, peraps he did

Poston lifted his cup with an easy grace that seemed entively at odds with the heawy armor he
wore. The steam curled lazily upward as he took a sow sip, his bronze-lt eyes watthing me
from behind the crocs-marked helmet.

You may a5 well drink,' e said after 4 moment, setfing his cup back down with a soft clink
aqpingt the saucer. "I promise it is ot poisoned | would ot waste qud tea like thwt!

| studied him for another bng woment before vaicing the cup to my lips. The tea was warm,
fragront, surprisingly smooth, and wien | set it back down, Boston fited his head sightly, as it
satistied by the gesture.

"Better, he sdd 'l e aways found it easier 1o talk with someone when they le tea in
hand"

"Wd what exacty do you wish to talk abouty | acked, keeping my tone measured



Poston leaned back in his chir sigitly, the faint ligt glinting off the scarlet-painted gaps in
his armor. “You, of course. You ave done quite a4 bt, and | cannet say it as vot been
entertaining to watch

My eyes narvowed faintly You speak as it u lve been watthing me for come fime!

"Perivps | huve,' Boston caid, his tone light, almost amused. *0r perivps you simp hne 4 way
of being voficed Men who throw themseles at warkicks, hunt cursed velics, and lecture gromes
about soll tend to leave an impression”

Tt earned him a bng, level ok from me. “You lonow much more than yu should"

Boston gae & quiet bugh, shwking his head. *| know enough. And | like 1o tiink | am a ged
Judge of character. You are vot lice most men | e seen. You care, even when you wil not
adwit . You ave a cuvious thing, Thesre Blackwond Mways mning, always chsing, even when
it i not for yourself”

You speak a5 it yu know me better than | know myself! | said.

"ot better,’ Poshon veplied, bronze eyes glinting fainty behind the cross-marked sl of his
helmet. "But simetimes an outside Niew is clearer. You do ot see how much weight yu canry
because yu viever stop to lokc”

| gmie a quiet breath tirmgh my vse, lifting the cup again. "hnd yu ave teling me this
because."

"Because | lice tea’ Boston sdid, his tone suddenly playful, though his gaze stayed steady on me.
"Wd because it is not often | get to st across from someone who veminds me fiut sime people
il do what they do simply because it is vignt”

| tited my head slightly, watching him carefuly. “You are an odd man, Boston. You it in & voom
lice: this, wearing armor fit for a lvight out of legend, and wu speak lice 4 wandering farmer!

Boston laughed agin, the sund vich and genuine. “That is the first time anyne s called me
a farmer. | think | lice i Better than sime of the other names peple e given me!

"Wd what names are those,’ | asked
be litted Wis cup again, i posture easy. "Names wou would vt believe if | fold you'



There wis 4 auiet woment after that, the two of us drinking in slence, the steam curiing
between us. Despite the strangeness of it dll there was 4 strange camness o the scene.
For & wan wWho vadated the presence of something far greater than himself, Boston's manner
wag disarmingly ordinary, almost kind

Finally, | spoke again. “how bng wil | be here!

Poston glanced toward me, setting his cup down. "Not bng. You are net meant to stay Just bng
enugh 1o deink your tea and to think about low much you are il wiling to give fo the worl
that acks for 5o much of yu'

"Wd if | said | am tired of giing’ | said aietty

Poston's bronze-it eyes watthed me, unblinking. “Then | would say yu are Ning. You are oo
stubborn fo stop ow. It is ot in you 1o leave things undone.”

| let out & breathh, dimost amused despite myself. "Everyne seems fo say that ately'
"Perivps they are vignt, oston said simply, leaning back with an almost lnowing swmile.

For & whlle after Hat, we caid vothing, only saf with the quiet and the tea The vom wais
endless and empty, but somehow, it felt.. peaceful

The tea between us ad grown coler by the time Boston spoke again. His bronze-lit eyes
studied me quietly, the gow faint but steady behind the cross-marked it of his helmet.

You ave quieter than | expected’ he said af bist, owiring the bt of his tea gently in its cup.
"Most men who end up here do vot stp talling. Guestions, demands, prayers, you name . But
W yu it and think"

"I prefer to think before | speak’ | said "Especial when | am.. wherever this is!

Poston chuckled, leaning back sightly in his chir. “God answer. Most men would vot admit o
being unsettled”

| am ot unsettled” | said, keeping my fone steady “Curious, yes. But ot unseftled

"0F course yu are;’ Boston said with quiet amusement. “ou are Thesdore Blackwond, Viscount,

naturalist, explorer, and the man who never admits wWhen he is shaken. You wear that
composure lice armor even now”



| r&gardod him camby. "And you know this low”

Poston lifted his cup and twk 4 sip before answering. "Because | pay atertion. | aways pay
attention”

The slence strefthed for a moment, and then Boston leaned forward sligntly, resting his
gpuntieted hands on the table. “Tell me, Wy db yu keep ding it

"Doing what," | asked, though | knew wat he meant.

"Nl of ) Boston said simply "Running foward danger, risking yourself for things most men would
hexer cave to same. You could e turned away a bng time agp. You could e auietly, lice the
nobiity you were born from. But you do vot. Wiy

| held his gaze, my hands vesting lightly around the cup. "Because it matters. Because smeane
has fo!

Boston smiled faintly bekind the bronze-lt isor. “There i is. You did ot even pause to think
before sjng . Tt is Wy yu ave here. That is wiy men like you matter, even when yu
wil never admit it to yurself”

| am o hero! | sad flatly.

"o, Boston said, tiking his head sightly. “You ave vot. You are something befter. Heroes chase
gory You chase what is vight. You will never see the difference, but | do

| let out & quiet breath, boking down briefly o the tea before me. You smund very certain of
what | am'

"Because | am' Boston sad, his tone calm, almost warm. "Men like yu are vare. Too vare. The
world tips one way or ansther because of perple like yu, even when you do vot vedize it. You
ave balance, whether you know i or vt

There wis simething in the way he sdid i, smetiing delberate, but he gave we v time to
press him further. nstead, he leaned back agpin, Wi velaked tone veturning

You should be proud of wat yu ave,’ Boston said "But of course, you will downplay i, a5 yu
aways do!

| gave o faint, dry omile at that. "t seems everyne lately has sometiing to say about W | am'”



Poston chuckled agpin, the smund vich and almost fond. "Pecause i is true. Bt that is fine. The
world needs men lice yu to pretend they are vothing special. t keeps things.. steady'

| tited my head slightly, watching him “ou speak a5 thugh yu have seen the world shift many
times!

Poston's bronze-lt ees glinted faintly as he loked back at me. "Perivps | luve. Perivps |
have seen wore than you could imagine. But that is vob your concexnn. Your only concern is to
keep ding wWrat you do best!

"W Wit is that! | asked.

"Being yu' Boston said simply, lifing is cup in a small gesture, as it toasting me. Tt is al
that i exer asked of yu'

We st in slence for a4 bng moment after tiat, the endless white voom avound us impossibly
til, the faint steam of the tea curling bizly between us. Despite his words, despite the
mystery of W or Wt he was, there was a strange combort in sitfing here with him, 4
though some quiet part of me believed him entirely

Boston broke the slence once more, his tone softer now. “You will wake soon. But for vow, drink
yur tea You wil vot taste tea this fine aguin for quite come time!

| fted the cup aguin withot another word, the warm liquid setting eally as the slence
shretthed between us.

You bve been very caim through all this Boston said, setting his cup back ono the saucer
with a4 aoft click. "Most men are vot. Most fight agingt . They demand answers or beq fo
veturn. Bt yu simply ot

"ecause siting is all that can be done,’ | replied "I ave been in enough situations fo know
that panic achieves vathing”

Poston titted his head sligntly, the bronze light in his eyes ginting faintly "And that is why yu
ave \ou. Mways meacured, aways veady to endure wWhat is placed in front of you You do vot
redize how vare that is”

| g him & faint ok over the vim of my Cup. “You speak as though yu expected me fo be
here.



Poston paused for only & fraction of & second before leaning back in Wis chir, his tone calm,
almost Casual, but the weight of his words fek deliberate. "Exertiing is gping according fo the
seript.

My eyes narvowed sligntly. *Seript!

Yes, Bostn said simply, lifting his cup agin. "Exeryne s one, whether they know it or v,
You hune been folowing yours yur entive life. You think yu are wandexing, chusing things out
of curiosty, but exery step yu take fals eractly where it should You are vot meant to die
today, Theodore Blackwond. That much has been written already”

"Written by wh,' | acked, my wice bw.

Poston's bronze eyes held mine, unwavering, but his tone softened info something amost kind
“That is ot sometiing you vieed fo know. Not et

| studied him for a bng moment, but he simply deank his tea again, as it the conversation ud
drifted to something as trivial a5 the weather. Wis cam was unshakable, his presence grounded
in a way that felt ancient.

"D yu truly believe all things are written,' | asked finaly

Poston chuckled softly, setting his cup down. “Written, yes. But exen a seript can change
depending on the man who speaks the lines. You hune changed wore of yours than you think
That Ts Wiy | enpy watthing you'

"Watthing me,' | vepeated

He gme 4 quiet, almost amused hum. | e an inferest in baance. And you, for all your
stubborniness, bring baance wherever \ou 4o, exen it you do vot mean b

| tited my head slightly, my wice steady "And you are balance!

Poston's ees gimmered faintly, but he gave o answer to that. Instead, e loked down into s
cup, swirling what litle tea vemained, his tone auieter ow. 'l fold yu before, you are vot
staing. You wil wake soon. But know this, Thesdore Blackwod-keep walking the way yu do.
The tript depends on it



The voom anound us seemed fo grow brighter, the endess white lumming faintly vow, as if
simething unseen had bequn to pull me away Poston sat as calm as exer, his bronze lit eyes
fived on we, the faint steam of bis tea curling iziy upward

You wil vot vemember everything | e sad when you wake,' he added, Wi fone almost playful
agpin. "out something in you wil carvy i, whether you know it or vt

The brigntniess grew stronger, and for the first fime, Boston e we smething that felt lie
gcnuinc warmth in his voice.

't has been a pleasure hing tea with yu, Thedore. Uil next time.”
The lignt swalowed everytning,

The brighivess faded swly, replaced by the soft creak of foorboards and the faint omell of
herbs and clean linen. My eyes opened to a ceiing of plin wonden beams, and for a4 moment,
the quiet hum of that endless white voom lingered in my mind before dlipping away, leming only
fragments. & bronze gow. The taste of tea And the name Boston

| stirved slignty, and & soft wiice cut tHrough the haze.
"Easy vow, do ot move 100 quickly’

| turnied my head o see a woman in 4 simple hedler's apron tending to a bandage wrapped
tightly avound wy side. Her hands were steady, her wice cam. “ou were lucky' she sdid as
she adusted the wrappings. “The bullet passed clean through. Aother inch, and you would ot
be spedking to me vignt now

"Fortune fawors the stubborn | sdid quietly, my wiice vough but steady

The heder goie me a smal, apprining smile before stepping back to check a bowl of fresh
water. “You wil live, but you vieed vest. No lifting, o vunning off for at least 4 week!

"I will try to vestrain myself! | veplied, leaning back aguinst the pilow.

The voom wais quiet for a lng moment, the soft sund of her work filing the space. My mind
drifted desptte myself, back to that white voom, to the figure in steel and bronze, b the soft
hum of his wice a5 he spike. The memory felt dreamlice, distant, but i lingered with a
strange weigt, as it sme part of me knew it ad vot been a dream af all



Everything is going according to the soript.

| let ot & cw breath, chsing my eves briefly before gpening them aguin. Wintever that
meant, it would have to wait.

Py the next morning, | was string enmgh to st uprigit on my own. The hedler checked me
nce more before alowing me 1o leave, though vot without 4 stern lok. | promised her | would
take i sow, though both of us knew | would .

The carviage vide home was auief, the sun seffing lw over the fields by the fime the estate
came into Niew. The familiar sight of its stone walls brougit a cam | ad vot vealized | veeded
until that moment.

Deeds wis waiting at the door, as e always was. bis etpressin was unreadable, thwgh his
eves flicked brief to the bandages benedthh my coat.

You have veturned, my brd" Deeds sad, taking my at and coat as | stepped inside. “Trough vt
without incident, | cee.

"Nothing | will vt vecover From," | aid, essing into one of the chiirs near the fire.

Deeds set the coat aside vieatly before turning back to me. “You seem quieter Hhan usual. Did
simething happen”

I glmccd info the fire, the faint bronze gow of it stirving that memory agpin. 'l had tea with a
man vamed Boston”

Deeds tited his head 9|iglrrl1\1, his brow vaising, *Boston. That i an unusual name."
'S0 | hold im" | said, leaning back in the chir.

Deeds watcthed me for 4 moment bnger before neding sightly, his wice calm a5 ever.
"Whoever he is, | pe he was qud company'

| gmie a faint omile, il staving af the fire. e was. More fhan | expected”

Deeds incined his head, his tone measured but softer than usual “Then periwps it was time
well spent, my lord You could use wore quiet moments like that!



| let out & auiet breath trugh my nose, a vare ease setting in me as the fire crackled
softly. *Periaps | could”

Deeds gme a omal, knowing vod before excusing himself 1o see t supper, leaing me with the
firelignt and my thougts.

Everything is ging according to the stript.
| did vot kvow what that truy meant, vt yet, but somehow | believed it

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwod
Viscount, Naturdlist, and Humble Guest



The Pupll and his Master

The estate Il been qiet all morning, sme for the faint chirp of birds perched dong the
gprden vlls. Deeds had been in the study, as he often was this time of day, sorfing thrmugh
letters and organizing them by urgency | ad been rexiewing a4 map spread across the table
in the sitting voom, marking possible voutes for a botanical expedtion | had been planning for

the coming opring,

The knock at the front door broke the sllence, sharp and deliberate. Deeds moved to answer,
but | aveady knew who it was before the door exen opened

When it dd, Midwil stepped info the enhryway, his dark Wi faling sigrtly into his eyes, his
posture straignter now than when | ad first brought him here. He was fallex, his frame lean
but stronger, is boyish awkwardness beginning to give way fo the makings of a yung wan. He
wore the vibe | d given him all Hhat time agp, the one crafted from the pelt of the beast
we had hunted in Mvica The waterial shifted slignt as he moved, ts faintly shimmering
threads dfil dive with the protective thaumaturgic energy it had been designed to hold.

"Welcome home, Mildwil" | said, setting the pen aside a5 | vose to meet him

Mikdnils face brigntened lightly, though he dill carvied tiat careful politeness he had learned
at Deex Colege. 't is qud to see ywu again, Lovd Blackwod’

Deeds inciined his head politely from where he stoud *| trust yur studies lave gone well
Master Miluil"

Mikiwil gave 4 small vod, bis words more confident viow than they had been before. “They have.
L. | lwve learied much!

| studied him for 4 moment, taking in how much he had changed. There wais 4 steadiness to
him vow, 4 auiet strength that ad only been hinted at when | first took him in. "I can see
that. Sit. Tell me about it

He sat with me in the sitting voom, Deeds bringing tea as Midwil spoke about Wis training, He
hold me of lessons in shaping veality thnough delicate manipulations, of channeling energy fo
veinforce phvysical shrikes, of the focus it fook to contvol even the simplest threads of
taumaturgy. His words carvied a vestrained pride, though he never once bragged



When he finished, | leaned back sigrtly, my gaze on him. “You huve come far, Mikhail. More
tan | imagined when | first found yu"

He gme 4 Faint cmile, bwering his eyes briefly "I hwd a good teacher before | ever went to

Deer Collcge."

Before | could answer, theve was another knock at the door, this one lurvied and uneven.
Deeds mved quickly o open i, and a wan in travel-worn clithes stepped inside, his face drawn
with worry,

"My brd’ he caid, bowing quickly. Forgive the infrusion, but we need yur help. & girl s gone
missing. No one can find her. There are.. strange things Iappening in the wods vear the

\lillage."
| straightencd immedately. ‘Wit strange things!

The man hestated, his wice drpping bwer. *The trees me where they shld nt. People
hear wices in their own heads. Some. say it is wittheraft. Others say simething worse!

Mikdil loked at me, his purple eyes ginting fainty under the soft light

| vodded once, vising to iy feet. "Deeds, prepare the horses. Midnal and | will leave within the
hour

Deeds inclined his hnead without question, aiready mning to wake the preparafions.
Midil stood a5 well, his wice steady “You think it i a thaumaturge.

"Perivps,’ | said "0r something more dangerous. Redity bending i a delicate thing, and those
who abuse it varely understand the consequences’

Mikwil adusted the vobe sightly around his shoulders, the profective vunes abng s frim
catthing a faint shimmer a5 he med His wice was firm, determined. “Then we will sy them!

| loked at him for a bng woment, then gamie a omall vod of approwal “Yes. we will

hs the horses were prepared, | could vob help but gance ot him again, taking in how composed
he was, how diftferent e had become from the by | ad once found wandexing the siow.
There wis simething veassuring in i, though a quiet part of me still oped this would vot push
him o0 far.



The girl was missing, and whatever had taken hex, we would find i ut it this was truly a
vedity bender, then exen for Mikhwi, it would be v simple task.

The vide to the village was quiet for most of the morning, the winter air sharp aggint our
faces as the hoes of the horses Kicked up the Frost-bitten dirt voad Mikdwil vode beside me,
his vbe catthing the sunlignt with faint gimmers as we vode, the vunic threads shifting lice
iing veins of siver. He held himself straighter now, wore assured, though every 5o often |
cougt him glancing foward the wouds with that same. cautious curiosity e 1ad a5 4 boy

When we arrived, the village was tense with unesse. People mved quickly between their
homes, Whispering in ow tones. Curtdins shifted as we passed, and the smnd of a baby crying
simewnere in the distance seemed to carry sharper than it shld have.

Two bobbies stwd near the sauare, their hands vesting tensely on their truncheans. & sl
orond lingered earby, murmuring fo each ofier until they saw me dismount. one of the
oificers stepped forward, his face pale and tignt with worry

"My lord Blackwond’ he said quickly, bowing his head sligity out of habit more than vespect. "We
ave grateful yu came 5o quickly. Kk girl wanished this morning. Just after sunvice. We. lve
men searching the wonds now’

Mikdwil dismounted beside me, his vibe faling neatl as he stepped forward. bis purple eves
gimmered tantly a5 he loked foward the wonds. | addressed the bubby divectly, keeping my fone
level. “Tell me what yu know. Every detal

The officer hesttated before answexing "She went missing while gathering kinding at the
edge of the trees. Her brither heard her scream, but when he veached the gpif, there
were o tracks leading away, o signs of a shruggle. only.. only the ground’

“The ground, | asked

The bibby shifted uncomfortably. "t was soft. Like wet clay. Her fotprints just.. sank inbo t,
then anished. I boked wrong, my lord. Not lice viormal il

The second officer, standing sligntly behind the first, spoke then. “The wods luve been
strange all day The sunlignt bavely fouches past the first trees. Some of the men swore they
heard her wice caling deeper in, even thmgh o one saw her”



Mikwil exchanged a ok with me, his expression cam but shavp. ') redity bendex,' he sdid
quietly, just loud enough for the officers to hear. "Mnd untained”

The first bibbyss face tigntened further, though he dd vob speak. | ganced back toward the
trees. Even from here, | could feel it a subtle shift in the dir, as if the forest itself was
puling inward on tself, breathing in a way o ing woud should

"Pull your men back’ | said firmly. "I this is what | think i is, you wil bse wore than a gl if
W g0 any deeper without understanding wit you are facing’

The bibby hesttated, but after 4 moment, he vdded, gesturing fo one of the younger officers
to vun off and vecal the cearth party,

Mikwil stepped chser to me, his lands vesting caimly in the dleeves of his vobe. "We ghould
move quickly. The bnger he bends veality this way, the harder it wil be o bring her back

| studied him for & bng moment. His wice was steady, confrolled, far different from the nerwus
boy who once struggled 1o even bk me in the eye when he gpike. There was 4 quiet

strength to him now, something that made me proud even as a guiet worry grew in the back
of wy mind,

"Ctay chse to me,' | oaid
He gmie a single nod, is purple ees glinting faintly in the low lignt. "1 will

We stepped toward the tree line fogether. The dir grew coder the moment we crossed info
the chade, the sunlignt behind ug dimming unnaturaly. The bibby who Ind gpoken first caled
after us, his wice unedsy

"My brd wil yu bring her back!
| loked back af him briefly, then forward aguin. “es' | said simpy. "We wil bring her back!

The forest lomed anead, quiet and wrong, and as Mikiwil and | stepped deeper, the first hints
of that warped reality began o stir around us.

The wmoment we passed beyind the fivst line of trees, the dir changed The forest felt dive
i a way o forest should The frunks seemed to lean, their shadows stretthing unnaturaly
acnss the ground, and the sunlignt abive dimmed until t was o wore than a pale aze
fitered through twisted branches.



The earth was sift beneath our buts, each step sinking slightly as i the ground were clay
The smell of damp coll hung thick in the div, but beneath it was samething stranger, something
lice iron and old wood

Mikil walked beside me, his mnements deiberate. W vobe hifted faintly with exery step, the
prifective vunes wiuen into ts seams glwing ever <o slightly as i veacting to the warped air.
Wis purple eyes stanned everything with focus, ficking from the trees to the ground o the
distant brugh,

“This i worse than | thught,' e said auietly. *“The distortion is bleeding outward. I is vot just
bending vedity. I is unwaneling . If this keeps up, parts of this forest may not stay'

| loked at him briefy. “You huve learned enough to ld it back
Mikwil gave 4 small vod, bis expression firm. "Yes. For now!

The deeper we went, the stranger the forest became. Paths dhifted when we lked avay,
voots moved sbwly like worms beneath the sll, and the dir hummed with a bw vibration that
pressed against the ears.

Then came the woices.

M first, they were distant, faint echoes that could lve been the wind But a5 we walked
further, they grew clearer, more distinct. & chis wice, soft and pleading, called from anead
Help me.. please, help me!

Mkl sowed, i eyes narvowing. ™ is ot veal"
| listened, titing my head slignty. “You are sure
The wice shifted suddenly, changing tone, becoming deeper, more commanding. “This way. Folow”

Miiwil lifted one hand slightly, the air around Wis fingers vippling faintly with thaumaturgic
energy "t is a pul, designed to lead us away from the swrce. Be is tryjing fo confuse us!

| vodded, trusting his agsessment, but dfil, the sound of the girks wice fugged o me. There
wis smething o desperate in i, 5o painfuly human.

We med forward carefuly, ignoring the false trails. hs we pressed on, the trees began b
bend invard, twisting as though growing toward us, their bark cracking in strange patterns.



Mikiwil stopped suddenly, kneeiing fo touch the sl His fingers glwed fainfly, the vibe's vunes
shimmering in respance.

“This part of the forest is amost qone,’ he sdid quietly. *The threads are thin here. | can hld
it, but oy for 4 whe”

| crouched beside him, gancing at the divt. The fwtprints appeared agpin, fant and smudged
but they were vedl this fime. Smaller than wine, uneven, lice a child ad stumbled.

"She s Chse,' | caid.

Mikiwil vodded, then pressed his paim agpinst the ground. His eves gowed faintly as he
Whispered a short stving of words under his breatih The forest armnd us dilled, the trees
pausing in their sbw inward movement, and the lum in the dir quieted slighty

“That should hold for & while,” Mikdail said vising to his feet.

| studied him, feeling that quiet sense of pride again. e hud changed so much from the boy |
had found in Sberia, ot just in oldl, but in low he carried himself.

Put there was otill that quiet worry lingexing af the back of my mind This was dangerous,
even for frained thaumaturgists, and | could vot help but feel the weight of wiat i would mean
it something went wrong

"aond work,' | said finaly,

The forest anead grew darker a5 we mved deeper, the futprints leading us toward a faint
shimmer in the dir, like heat vising from shone. Somewnere beyond that shimmer, | could hear
the girls wice aguin, softer ow, almost crying

The shimmer anead grew shronger as we apprached, bending the dir like a wirage on a
summer voad. The trees around it twisted unnaturaly, their trunks gpivaling upward in impossible
angles, and the ground beneath our buts pulsed faintly, as though i were breatiing

Mikils pace sowed, his purple eyes gowing softly in the dim lignt as he studied the shifting
space dnead “The vift is unstable. He is puling tw much 4t once. I this tears open any
further, she might be st between places!

| boked to him. "Can yu dfil keep lding 2



Me gme a st ned, “Yes Sir!

We stepped chsex, the lum of the dir turving into 4 dull thrum that pressed against the
inside of my skull Beyond the shimmer, 4 figure stud half-idden in the distortion. He ked
disheveled, his clithes torn, his lands twitching at his sides as it puling invisble strings. bis
face was pale, is eyes blwdhet, darting from one twisting shape to another like a wan caugnt
between tervor and ecstasy

The girl sat several feet anay from him, curled into a bal, her face buried in her knees. The
earth around her was wrong, sinking inward like a whirlpwl of dirt and shone, tugging at her as
though trjing to swalbw her whole.

| stepped forward carefuly, my hand dveady on my saber. “ou there,' | called, my wiice cutting
thrugh the um. You vieed to sty this now!

The man's head jerked toward me. bis moth twisted into a omile that did vot veach his eves.
You do vot undevstand This is freedom. Here, | can make things as they shld be. | can make
her cafe forever

‘Cafe,' | vepeated, keeping my tone steady as | edged chser. “ou are tearing vealty apart
avound her. You ave qing to kil her!

Me bughed suddenly, a sharp, broken sund, and lifted both lands. The dir around us shuddeved
vidlently, the frees twisting further as the ground buckled beneath our feet.

Mikiwil stepped forward then, his vibe shimmexing fainty as he vaised both hands, his wice
cam but firm. "I wil old . Get the g’

| vodded once, trusting him, and moved quickly toward her as Midwil planted bis buts firmly info
the sl His eyes gwed brighter vow, the vunes abng his vobe flaving fo life a5 streams of
energy rippled outward from his palis, beking against the invisible threads of the bending
space.

The man turned toward Midwil, his face contorting in anger. You are vuining . You are just
lie them. Mways trying fo stop me!

The forest howled as if in response, branches twisting widy a5 the ground splt open in thin
cracks. Ml did vot finch. Wi wice was steady, quiet, exen as the distortion pushed havder
aqpingt him. “ou are Yot saing anyone. You are drowning yurself in yur own fear!



The man streamed, lunging forward as if o attack, but the dir vippled vilently around bim,
bending inwards foward Midwits barvier. The ground buckled agpin, but Midwil hneld fast, his
fingers curling slignt as he pushed back against the bending space.

| veached the girl, crouching beside her. She loked up af me with tear-streaked cheeks, her
eyes wide with tervor. “You are safe vow' | said firmly, lifﬁng her into my arms,

The wan shrieked agpin, thrashing agpingt the distortion a5 if he were caugnt in bis own web.
Mikdnils eyes burned brigter, is wiice o and sharp vow 45 he focused, the space arund
the wan tigntening like cords being pulled taut

"Blackwood" Mikdail said through griﬁ'ed teeth, his focus unwavering. “Get her ot ow'

| vodded, lifting the girl fuly and moing back toward the edge of the shimmer. The dir arund
us shok, the hum vising 1o a niear deafening pitth, and | ganced back just in fime fo see
Mikal push bothh palms outward, his entive bady glowing faintly now with controlled energy,

The man streamed once more, the distortion snapping inward on itself with 4 sund lice glass
shattering underwater. The shimmer folded, Crushing in on him as he vanished info the
colapsing vift, leaing only the dfilness of the forest behind

Mikwil stood there, his breatiing heawy, his hands dfill outstvetched until the last ficker of the
shimmer faded avay. Then, shwly, he lwered his arms, his shulders velaing only sightly as he
exmled

| set the girl down gently near the edge of the wads before stepping back to him. He lnked
ot e, his expression cam but his eves tired

You did well' | caid quiethy.
Mikwil gave a small vod, bis woice soft but steady. *We saved her!

| loked at him for a bng woment, the weight of it all pressing quietly in my chest. Yes. We
did"

But a5 | oked at him, standing there in bis vibe, diready 50 powerful, 50 much more than the
boy | ad once brougit in from the cod, | fekt sometining | did vot often alow myself fo feel 4
auiet, unshakable fear. Not of the things we faced, but of loging him, of bsing anyone | cared
for, to this life | kept stepping into withot hesitation.



| pushed the thougit down for vow, bt it lingered, waiting,

The village square was near slent when we veturned The cld evening dir ung i, and
the vilagers watthed us with wide eyes as we stepped from the frees. | set the girl down
gently, and she stumbled info her wother's arms with 4 cry, burying her face against her
Chest. The wother clufthed her as though she wight vanish aguin if she let gp.

K few of the vilagers moved closer, speaking in lbw wices, but | gave them only a brief glance.
"She s safe,’ | said "ceep her chse tonignt. The woods will seftle in fime.”

They vedded quickly, murmuring tihanks.

The bibbies stod 4 short distance away, unedsy in the fading lignt. one of them stepped
forward, his face pale. "My brd. what exactl appened in theve.”

"Nothing yu need fo worry about any bnger,’ | said “The man who caused it wil vot trouble you
Win"

He swalwed and vodded, stepping back.

Mikiwil vemained beside me, silent. bis vibe shimmered faintly in the lignt of the setting sun,
the vunes woven info it il faintly aive from the power he had called upon. His ands were
folded bosely before him, but | could see the weight in his eyes.

When the vilsgers began to seatter back to their homes, | vested a hand lightly on his
soulder. You handled ypurself well”

He loked at me, his wice soft but certain. I only did wat was vight!
You have grown, Mkl | sdid, meeting his gaze. "l do vot only mean in power”

For & woment, is expressin shifted, smething unspoken passing thnough his eves. Then he
e 4 auiet o

We left son after, the ride back t the estate quiet but ot strained. The cold air bit at us
a5 the sun dipped bow, but velther of us spoke. Midwil vode slightly dnead, his posture straigint
and steady, and | watched him for bnger than | cared fo admit



Py the time we arrived, the sky had turned deep blue, stars faintly plercing the dusk. Deeds
wis wifing af the door, his calm face unreadable but bis ees sharper than usual as they
lingered on Midil

"Welcome home, Deeds said simply. *Dinner will be prepared”
Mikil gve o pilite bow before excusing himself, disappearing down the hal toward bis voom.

| ingered in the sitfing vom bng after. The fire crackled quietly, tirowing soft lignt across the
wals. My thougits ekt heaier than they should have.

| thougit of Mikdwil standing firm in the forest, his hands glowing as he held the distortion back.
e had been fearless, stronger than | lad ever seen him, and | had admired him for it But
the admiration carried a weigit | ad vot felt in some fime.

| stared info the fire, the warimthh pressing aguingt my face. | tought of Bella, her oimile, her
sharp Wit that disarmed me more than any weapon. | thougit of Deeds, aways steady, aways
there when | returned no matter how far | went. Ad viow Midil, wio lad grown 5o much
diveady, Wo would keep stepping into dangers lice this because of the life | 1nd brougit him
into.

The thought ﬁgh’rcmd in my chest in a way | dd vt lie. For 4 man who bas faced creatures,
warlbcks, and gpds, fear wag vt sometiing | often adwitted to. But fonight, as the fire crackled
bw, | felt it al the came.

Not fear of deatih. Not fear of what waited in the forests or the wuins. But fear of bsing them
of coming back one day to find they were o bnger there. And periaps worse Hhan tdt, the
quiet, gnaving tervor that one day | might forget why | kept ding this at

| sat there until the fire dimmed, the warmtih ingering, the thught vefusing fo leave.

The morving came cod and pale, sunlignt fikering weaky tirugh the frost tiat cung to the
estate's windows. | found Mikdwil alveady awake, standing in the garden behind the house, the
div wigting around him a5 he practiced His vobe mved with exery mation, the vunes dong its
frim gowing faintly with each confrolled shift of energy

| watthed for 4 time before stepping cser. He voticed me immediately, wering his hands and
straightening his posture.



"aond morning, Lovd Blackwond” he sdid, his wice steady, thugh there was otill a boyish respect
in the way he addressed me.

You are up early’ | caid, moing to stand beside him.

‘| wanted to keep practicing' he sdd simply “esterday showed me how much wore | sfill need
to learn. | neld the distortion, but i was harder than | thougit i would be. i1 was stronger, |
could hwve ended it faster

| studied him, the way he stwd o firmly, the auiet determinaion in his eyes. “ou dd what v
e else could hwve done, Mikiwil. Do vot measure yourself against impossible expectations!

Wis purple eyes shifted to me, cam but unyieking. 'If | want to stay by your side, | have to. You
visk everyihing every time you leave this place. If | cannot keep up, if | am ot shrong enough,
| will sbw you down”

There was o arrogance in his tone, only auiet resoe.
You ave ot shwing me down,' | said firmly

He gme the fantest smile. “Then | will become strong enmgh <o yu wil never hve fo worry
about e

| loked af him for 4 bng woment, and though | dd vot say it dbud, the words shruck deeper
than he likely knew.

He would grow stronger, there was o doubt. He would become something far greter than even
| could imagine. But that quiet fear, the one that ad sat with me the vignt before, pressed
clser now.

t was ot ust the danger he wight face.  was the thougit of him stepping t far into the
life | ned, of losing himself o the same endiess push forward tat | could never seem fo
estape. And worse, the thought that one day | wight wake and veaize | had st him, or Deeds,
or Bella, to the same patih that lad dlveady taken 5o much from g0 many,

| loked away toward the frost-cvered hedges, speaking more quietly than | intended. “You are
dveady stronger than | could have oped, Mikdwil Just.. do vt forget wiy you do wiat ou do.
Tt s the only thing that keeps any of this from consuming you'

Me tited his head sigrtly, watching me. “ou say that as i yu fear yu might forget



| met his gaze, ging a faint smile that did vot feel as steady as it chould lwve. 'l hear tat
often these days. Periaps there is some fruth to t”

He gme a omal nod, his wice soft. “Then | will vemember for both of us

That earned a quiet bugh from me despite the heminess in iy chest. “You are a vemarkable
boy, Miiduil’

We straigntened, his face serious again. i vemarkable pupil, wy brd That is what you faught
me to be

| let the dlence linger after that, the sound of his soft breating in the cold air miving with the
distant chip of morning birds.

For ow, he was safe. For now, exeryine | cared for was otill here. | would hold o that for 4
bng a5 | could

But a5 | stwd there in the pale morving light, | knew the fear would never leave me.
Peraps that was the price of caring for anything at all

Lord Theodore Thomas Blackwood
Viscount, Naturdist, and & man with many he lves



The Fomo’r’rew Pirates

The letter from the Queen arvived at dawn, sealed in crimson war. Deeds brougt i fo me
personally, bis calim composure unable fo mack the weight of what the letter implied | broke
the seal and vead her words carefully, each line confirming the seviousness of the task

The Queen feared an eclipse, vt of the sun, but of samething far older and more dangerous.
Mncient texts spike of an alignment that would cut tirmgh the very tireads of vealty
unraveling exerything if left unchecked She had chsen me to stp it My path would lead
thnough the in-between, the space between worlds where time twisted and memory shifted,
and from there t the Forgotten Ream tself

M the bottom of the lefter, written in her own hand, was a single line. | frust yo, Theodre.
The worlf does vot krow what it owes o, but | b

| folded the lefter and set it aside. Deeds stoud silently by the door, waiting for me fo speak

You will stay here,' | sad Lok after the estate. Midil will need you i anything happens
while | am gone.”

Deeds incined his head sigrtly. “understood, my lord But | would be vemiss if | did vt say this.
There may Come 4 day When exen yu must ask if it is worth i

| alowed myself the smallest omile. "f the Gueen is vight, Deeds, the day | ask that question wil
ot come at al'

Deeds gme a sl bow and stepped back, saying nithing wore.

By widmorning, | was prepared My saber vested af my side, polished 1o 4 keen edge. M my
hip hung the vexiNer | ad brought back: from America, vow heay wodfied. s chambers had
been veinforced to ol my newest protutype vounds improved vaviants of my redity-warping
ammunttion. The methanisim spun perfectl under my Hhumb, and | ad o doubt it was the
finest weapon | ad ever carvied

M the edge of the forest beynd the estate, the air shimmered. The Gueen's instructions had
been exact, and son the space before me bent open like a curtain pulled aside to vreveal
simething older beneathh if. Without hestation, | stepped forward



The in-between greeted me with slence. s hrizons stretched impossib far, the oky
fractured into drifting shards of light and shadow. The ground shifted between shne, mist, and
simething tivt fekt lice memory tself, as if the world could vt decide Wit it wished fo be.
Vistant shwpes mied in the haze, half-formed things that migit once luve been peaple or
might only have been echoes of thgpt.

| waled for what fek lice hours, my buts shriking against the exer-Changing pati, my lhand
occasinaly brushing aguinst the vewher at my side.  hummed faintly with potential, each vound
within it a careful experiment meant for only the wost dangerous of circumstances.

Md then, ahead of me on the path, | saw her.

Pela stod waiting, a5 if the in-between itself had placed her there. Her black coat fell around
her like a shadow gven form, the siher trim cafthing the strange fractured light. Her white
hair glowed faintly in the shifting haze, and her golden eves siftened as they met mine.

"0f dl places to find you' | said, stepping closer.

"Wd of ol peorle to find me,' she veplied, her wice calm, but quieter than usual *You never
sop, do you'

"ot when the world wight end if | o | said, Hhough | found my gaze lingexing on her bnger
than t should lave.

She studied me for 4 moment, simething hidden Hick&ri\ng in her eyes. “You are qing o the
Forgptten Ream. You should vt be surprised to see we here. | huve walked these paths many
fimes"

"Why' | acked, thugh there was o sugpicion in my wice, only curiosity

pela gmie a faint omile, but she lked away as we began t walk tigether. "Periaps you il
understand before this is over!

The path strefthed anead, gwing faintly under our steps, the in-between twisting with each
pace we tok. There was slence between us, but it was ot uncomfortable. It was the slence
of two perple W understnd the weignt of the voud they were walking

Mter a time, Beln spoke, her wice soffer now. “You kvow this mission may kil you'



| e known that dbt exery missin the Queen s sent me on) | said simply. "And et | dfil

.
She ganced af me, her qoden eyes toughtful "hnd why do yu keep going, Theadore. I it
tru because of duty, or because you do vot know low o shp!

| boked ahead at the 9hiH1ng horizon, my hand brushing ligntly aguinst the rewher af my side.
"Betause it matters. Betause somemne s to.

She omiled faintly at thaf, thugh her eyes carried smetiing deeper, sometiing ungpoken. *You
aways give the same answer, no matter who asks!

| said vothing wore, but | felt her gaze linger on me as we continued forward

The wist ahead began fo gow faintly qold, 4 sign that the path fo the Forgotten Realm wais
drawing chser. For the first time in bnger than | could vecal, | found myself wishing this voad
would vot end o soon.

The in-between grew stranger the farther we walkked The dir thickened as it the world
ttoelf hud bequn to breathe, and the path beneatih our bots shifted from stone to sometining
ice guss, vetlecting hazy snapes that dd vot match our movements. Kowe s, the fractured
sky twisted with streaks of qold and black, mning to sbwly to be chuds and o0 quick to be
stars.

pela waked at my side, her coat swaying with each step, her white Wir cafthing the strange
ligt in coft glimmers. She seemed comfortable here, as thugh the distorted world bent
naturaly to her presence, but her gilden ees scanned the distance with quiet thought.

e Y been here often | asked, breaking the silence.

"More often than | care to remember, Beln caid “The in-between is a place for those who
ave ot quite bst, but ot quite found eitier. I is ot somewhere wu wander by accident.”

"Wd et here | am | sdd

pela glanced at me, a smal, amost amused smile Fickering on her lips. You ave ditferent. You
were invted"

"By the Gueen, vt by this place.”



“This place does vot care about who invites yu,' Bella said softly "But it cares aboat Wi leaves!

| gmie her a curius ok at taf, but she offered o further explanation, tuing her gaze
back to the voad

hs we walked, the shapes in the mist grew clearer. Shadows of travelers bng past stond
frozen in the aze, same loking onward as if otil walking, others sitting as i they had
sipped to vest and never mved aguin. k few turned their heads sbwly to watch us, their
faces blurred but unwistakably uman in the weight of their stares.

“They are ot veal' Bell said quietly, voticing my gance. ‘only memories of those wo came
before. The in-between keeps them here because it does ot kvow what else to do with
them

“They seem aware,’ | said

“They are avare of only what they once were,' Bella veplied. "But they are harmless it yu do
net stare tw bng. The in-between can make you forget W you are if you let yourselt think
too much about wiat might e been'

| sid vothing fo that, though | found myself tightening my grip digtly on the rever af my
side, 45 if 1 grounded me in something veal The weapon felt sold, veassuring, a veminder of
the things | could otill contvol in & place where dmost votiing felt certain.

We walked in slence for a whie bnger, until Belas wice broke thrmgh the quiet again,
soffer ow. "Do you ever wonder whab you would be it yu stpped. F yu chose to stop”

| boked o her, her profile sharp againgt the fractured light. *I am ot sure | would lnow wit
t do with myself!

She ganced ot me then, her qolden eyes almost searching. “You think you are only this. That
Yu are ony a4 man who chases the next thing to save, the next path to walk”

't is what | am’ | said simply
"No' Bela said, her oice firm but vot unkind "t is wWhat yu b But it i ot all yu are!

| held her gaze for a bng woment before boking forward aguin. "Perivps. But | ave vever
had the tury of stopping fo find out”



pela was quiet for a fime, and when she spike again, her iice carvied 4 strange siftess.
You hune always been lice this. You wear your heart lice armor, but you do vot exen vedize
how much of it shows.

| alowed myself the faintest smile at thak. % that Wit u think of me”

“That is Wt | kvow of you!" Bella said, her golden eyes meefing mine briefy before she liked
forward again.

The path anead began 1o sbpe downward, the wist parting to vexeal a river of lignt flowing in
the distance, ts surface shimmering with veflections of places that could vot possibly evist. Bela
sbwed sligitly a5 we approached i, her wice low. “That viver is od Older than wost things you

wil ever see. We will lwve 1o cross it 1o veach the Forgtten Realm’

"Wd how do we Cross it | asked
‘We wait for the ferry' Bela sad simply " dways comes for those wo need it

| studied her for 4 moment, watthing the way her expression siftened as she stared at the
gowing water. There wais simething in her eyes then, something almost wistful, as though this
place meant wore fo her than she wished to admit.

For the first fime since stepping info the in-between, | fek the weight of smething ungpoken
between us presaing chser. This was ot just a purney for the Gueen or for the world This
wis 4 purney wheve | would finaly have to admit the thoughts | had pushed aside for foo bong

And perivps, standing here with her as the mist curled avound our feet, | began to rediize
how much | wanted o,

The viver shimmered before us, tts surface gowing with pale threads of siner and god tiat
mved lice veins of light. Each vipple veveded gimpses of other places, otiher times, as thiugh
the water itself remembered everything it had exer fouched | stod o the edge, staring down
o t, feelng the quiet pull of it in my chest.

Pel stepped beside me, her black coat brughing lightly against mine a5 she loked across the
water. Her goden eyes caugnt the strange light, making her seem aimost uneartiay in the
gow. She folded her arms sely, her expression caim, thugh there was something in it tiat
wais softer, almost sad



“The ferry wil come' she oid, her wice quiet. "t always does. But it takes its time. The
in-between does ot hurry for anyne!”

| glanced af her. Do yu wait here often’
"Not offen,' Bella said "But | have stood here before, yes'
*Yor wWhat reason”

She g 4 faint omile, almost teasing, but her eyes stayed on the glowing river. For veasons
not co different from yours, | imagine. You do vt walk this pathh unless you are trying fo sty
something, or Change someting, or save somedne.’

“You speak as if yu know this better than anyne,' | said
Her smile ingered for a woment before fading, her gaze turing distant. "Perivps | do”

The quiet between us stretthed, the sound of the water filing the dir as i churned softly
The viver gave o veflection of us, only of sther places, other faces, lie memories trapped just
beynd veach

| spoke without thinking. ‘gella’

She turned her head signtly, her giden eyes meeting mine.

Do you ever think about shpping,' | asked. “Trul shpping. Leaing al of this behind'

She studed me for a woment, her expression siftening. I ave thought about . But some of
us are ot meant 1o ship, Theadire. Some of s are buit to keep going, o matter what it
costs”

| loked back at the viver, my hand brushing unconsCiousy against the veoer at iy side. "
wonder sometimes what that cost will be. | wonder low much | will bse before | vedize | have
nething left"

Pela fited her head, her eyes narowing sligntly as she watched me. “You huve Hhougit about
this before



"I think about it wore than | lice to admit | caid, my wice bwer vow. "I think about Deeds
waiting for me to come home. | think abot Mikdwil, who otill g his whdle ife anead of bim, and
how easiy he could bse i Pollowing me. And | think of yu

pelas expressin shifted, her usual composure breaking for a4 woment. Her golden eyes
siftened in a way | had never quite seen before. "hnd wiat do you think of me, Thedore

| et her gaze fuly, feeling the weignt of the words | ad never spoken abud “That if there
is anyfhing in this world | fear bsing, i is you'

The dlence that followed felt hemier than the dir avound us. Bella stared at me for a long
moment, her lips parting sligitly, but she dd net speak. Not yet.

The viver vippled, the golden lignt brigntening as if simething belw stirved Bela loked away
for & moment, her wice auieter now. You are vt the only one wh fears bsing, Thesbre. But
wu are the only one who til speaks of it like you huve a choice t keep everytiing. You
cannet keep it all You can only bold fo wat watters for as bng as you can'

| watthed her as she spke, the truth of her words pressing agpinst me.

The water shifted suddenly, the faint outine of a swal buat appearing in the gw, its shipe
sowly forming from the wist. Bella stepped back sigtly, her face unreadable vow, tiough her
Qlden exes lingered on me bnger than before.

“The ferry i come,' she said softhy

| loked af the boat, then back at her. There was more | wanted to say, but the words oat
heavy in iy Chest, waifing for the rignt moment.

The ferry drifted foward us, rising from the glwing wist as i born of the river tself. s wond
wis ancient, worn smooth by countless hands, and faint vunes shimmered abng its edges, pulsing
lie the cow beat of a heart. There was o ferryman, only the sft creak of the vessel as it
wated for us fo step abard

pella moved first, her black coat brushing aguinst the worn planks, her golden eyes scanning
the viver a5 it measuring every ripple. | folowed, my buts setting onto the deck with a quiet
weignt. The moment we stnd fogether, the ferry began to move, gliding sundessly across the
shimmering water.



The slence was heavy but ot opprescive. The viver reflected things that were ot ours,
showing glimpses of clties | had nexer seen and peple frozen in moments Hhat could vot
bebng fo us. Some lughed, others wept, but they were all only fragments of lives once lived

pela stwd at the bow, her hands vesting lignty on the edge of the ferry The light from the
river caugnt in her whte v, turning t faintly siver as i mved with the curvent. Her face
wis calm, but there wis a quiet sorrow to her eyes Hat dd ot bebng to somene who 1nad
simp wandeved here by chance.

You seem as though yu lave Crossed this viver many times,' | said.

pela kept her gaze anead, her wice quiet. "More times than | would like to admit. The
in-between is ot a place you come to by accident. You only cross this viver when there is
simething yu are wiling o visk exerything for’

"Md yet yu veturn' | said
"Because sime things are worth lsing for! @ela ancwered, her wice soffer tian before.

The ferry drifted further, the gw of the viver wrapping us in a strange cam. For 4 bng
time, we sdid vthing, letting the quiet speak for us. | fekt the words rising in me, the ones |
had kept ocked away for far t0 bng, and for the first time in years, | let them ot

el | sdid, my woice bwer than | intended
She turned to me, her gqolden ees meeting mine.

'| fear wany things,' | caid swly. "put not the things most people would expect. | do ot fear
the beasts | unt, nor the things | huve faced in the dark. | fear bsing the perple who
matter 1o me. | fear bsing Deeds, W has been more to me than just 4 alet. | fear losing
Mk, who trusts me far wore than | deserve. And | fear bsing you'

Pelas eyes widened slighntly, the mask she aiways wore breaking. Ver wice was dimost 4
Whisper. “ou fear bsing me!

| ' | said "More than anything else. | ave faced qpds, monsters, and things beond veacon,
but one of it frightens me the way the thought of exer seeing you again does. You are... ypu
ave the one thing | could never let myself forget, even if | st exeryihing else!”



Bela stared at me for a g moment, her go\dcn eves sfter than | ad exer seen them. *You
have Cavvied this for a bng fime.!

"I lwve, | adwitted. | never said it because | know the life | live. I will cost me everytiing one
day | dd vot want to give words fo sometiing | wight vot e bng enough fo keep!

Pela stepped chsex, her cot brushing aguint my arm, her wice auiet and warm. *And et you
spedl it now’

"Betause | cannt keep pretending | do vot feel ' | caid 'l am in lve with you, Bl | huve
been for bnger than | care to admit. And | am tervified because | know that one day | mignt
bse exeryne | care for, or worse, forget why | ever fougit for them. Tt is wiat | fear
most. That | might forget you'

pela said vothing for & moment, but her hand vose to vest lightly against my chest. her golden
exes shne in the gow of the river, filed with sometiing unspoken. “You will vt forget me,
Theodore. Not you You hold on fo everything, exen when it hurts you to do s Tt is wiwt
makes ou who you are.’

| loked at her, the weignt in my chest easing sligntly for the first time since stepping into
this cursed place.

pella moved Coser, placing bt hands against my chest vow, her wice soffer than | had exer
heard . “You do vt undevstand how much | wanted to hear yu say that!

The ferry gided forward, the distant qolden shore drawing chser, but for the moment the world
fet il

pela vested her head lignty against wy shoder, her white hair brughing agingt my coat. Her
wice was dimost 4 whisper. "When we reach the crossing, there are things | must tell yu,
things | should hwve tod you bng agp. But for viow, let this be enmgh’

| stayed stil, letting the moment seftle between us, the quiet viver carrying us onward

The qiden shore grew Clearer as the ferry drifted coser, the lignt shimmering off sand tiat
boked wore lice pisned glass than eartn. The dir changed as we neared i, becoming warmer
and heaier, a5 if the in-between tself understood this was an ending and wished to hold us a
itie bnger.



Pela stod quietly beside me, her head dill vesting against wy shulder, her qlden eyes
half-ldded a5 she watthed the approaching shore. Netther of us gpike for a time, lefting the
auiet moments stvetth, knowing they would son end,

When the ferry finally fouched the edge of the shore, it shwed until it barely moved ot 4,
9liding to vest on the shining sand with a aoft hiss. | felt the weight of the rexier af my
side, the saber at my hip, dl of t grounding we o who | was and why | had come. Vet for the
first time, vone of it fek as heawy as leming her behind

| turned to her a5 she straigntened, her white ir faling perfect against the black of her
coat, glowing faintly in the golden lignt. Her face was cam, but her ees betvayed her. There
wis 4 siffiiess in them, a quiet sorvow she could vot fully bide.

" seems this is where we part | caid
pell stepped chser, her hands lifting to vest ligntly against my chest. I wish it was vt
| placed one of my hands gently over hers. "o do 1"

For & moment she said vatiing, only boked at me as i memorizing wy face. Then, with 4 quiet
breath, she mved coser and embraced me fuly Her arms wrapped around me with 4 warivtin
trat cut trmgh the strange chil of the in-between, her head vesting aggingt my shulder 4s
she held me tightly

“Theadore,' she said softly, her wice breaking for the first time since | lad knwn her. "No
matter what happens, no matter how bng it takes, come back to me. Promice me you will come
back fo me.

| pulled back slighty to bk at her, meeting her qoden ees. 'l promise,’ | said, the words
leming me before | could even think to hesttate. I swear 1, Pela”

ber lips curved info the faintest omile, but her eyes glistened as it hikding back a truth she
could vot yet speak. She leaned in chser and before | could speak again, she Kissed me. I wais
sift, lingering, and for & moment | forget the mission, the Queen, the Forgetten Ream, all of i
There was ol her, and the quiet promise Hhat | would veturn o matter what i cost me.

When she pulled away, her hand lingered against my cheek for a brief moment. *Then | il
watt! che whispered



| vodded, my chest tigntening with sametiing | could vot name. “You will ot have to wait
forever

| stepped back toward the shore, but before | could turn fuly away, her wice stpped me.

“Theadore,' she sdid, her fone quiet but filed with something deeper than before. "Would you
dill feel the same aboat me if | were ot wo you think | am. I | were vot mortal, but
somdrhing more. QOMo’rhing grm’rcr."

| loked at her for a bng moment, the weight of her words settling between us, and then |
spike without hesitation. “You have always been a quddess fo me, yu are my queen in black”

For the first fime Pelas goden eves widened, and the faintest shimmer of 4 tear caugit in
the golden lignt before she loked away, veguining her composure.

“Then o she said softly "And keep your promice!

| gmie her one final vod and stepped onto the qolden shore. The ferry began to drift back
into the wist, carryjing her away from me.

The warmth of her embrace lingered as | moved forward, but 50 did her words, echoing in my
mind like a vow | could never break.

The glden shore vanished behind me as | stepped forward, the in-between faling away into
simething far oder and far less forgiing. The dir grew heavy, colder with every step, and
when | finally oked up, the sky stvetthed endlessly, black and ot White dots gimmered faintly
across , seattered in perfect dilliess. M first they loked lice stars, but the bnger | stared,
the wore | understd. They were vot stars at all They were sils, countless souls, drifting and
watthing in sence.

The ground beneath my bots was dry and cracked, each step stirring fine gray dust that
hung in the dr like smike. No grass grew here, v life stirred The only signs of wiat once
had been were dead trees, their twisted branches clawing toward the wid 45 thgh begging
for wercy. hround me, faint auras fickered in the dir like dying lanterns, sils trapped
between existing and fading, gowing weakdy as if tryjing fo Ild on.

Pridges shretthed anead, bng and narcow, connecting scattered islands of black shone. Some
were Cracked, worn from time and weight, yet otil standing as though refusing fo colapse.
Bebw them churned a black sea that hissed and steamed. Bubbles vose and burt, releasing a



faint acidic wist. one drop lnded near me and burned thrugh the stine, leming a smoking
hole.

The Forgpiten Redim. & place where exen the dir seemed tired of lding tself tgether.

| adusted the vewher at my side, the weight of it grounding me. The wadifications | hud made
b it had left it perfect, exery chamber holing my newest protitype vounds. They were the
strongest | had ever crafted. | ad a feeling | would need exery one of them.

The sound of wices carried faintly across the ofil div. Not soft, not mourntul, but bud and vough,
eching lice lugrter in 4 dead . | folowed the sund, crossing the fivst bridge carefully, my
bwts scraping against the cracked stne as | moved clser.

The signt of the ship came into iew. tts hull was blackened and scarved, glwing faintly with
runes fhat pulsed like dim candelignt. The sails hung tattered, yet moved as though catthing
wind that dd vot exist. Figures mved across the deck, shufing fo one andthex, lughing with an
edge trat was almost mad

The Forgoﬁ&n Pirates.

hs | approschned, their attention turned to me. They were an unusual sight, some of them
human, others ony partly s0. k few bore flickering pafches of lignt acrss their faces or hands,
the same pale gow a5 the swls that drifted in the div, a5 if they were ot entively alive. Yet
when they lked at me, many grinned, cheexing as it greeting an old friend

M the center of the deck stwd 4 wan lrger Hhan the vest, wearing a bng coat that brushed
the wood beneatih his boots. Pis beard was streaked with ciNer, his wide-brimmed hat titted
signty o the side. Wi grin was wide and full of wischief.

'S0 the Queen dd send u,' the man sdd as | stepped chser, his wice cannying like a bell
am Captain Longbottom, and this crew of mine is yours fo command until we veach the end of
this curced ream”

Mnother figure moved chser, standing beside him. Shorter, with a lng coat that id wost of bis
bdy, is face covered by a plin wonden mask carved with o expressin. His head filted signtly
45 he loked at we.

""nd that! Longbottom continued with a grin, i my first mate. He calls himself Wi, Do vt ask
wy No one knows, ot exen him, and he will vot angwer fo anything else.”



| gmie the masked wan a vespecttul vod. “Win'

The first mate tited his head once more, then turned back fo the ship, apparently satistied
withn the greeting

Longbottom clapped me on the shoulder, his grin widening. "Well then, Lord Blackwoud, the
Gueen says yu Veed 1o veach the heart of this veam before the eclipse. We are the only
fodls mad evough to get you there. You picked the vignt day fo visk your lite!

| boked past him to the horizon, where bridges strefched across endess iclands. The sea below
hissed and churned, and deep within it black depths, shadows woved, sfirring the acidic waters.
'| appreciate yur wilingness o take me."

‘Wilingness, Longbottom said with 4 booming laugh. *No, my friend, vt wilingness. Curiosity. |
e sailed these waters for bnger than | care to adwit, and vuthing inferesting ever happens
here. You arviing means something fruly dreadful waits ahead. That is worth the vigk"

| stepped onto the deck, the wond beneath iy burts strange, dimost warm, a5 if the ship tself
wis dive. The Crew mved aside a5 | passed, same vodding vespectfuly, others whispering to
eath other, their eyes darting toward the veviNer at my hip.

Longbottom lwered his wice a5 he walked beside me. "I you are here, then the vumors are
true. The edlipse is coming. Tell me, Lord Blackwod, Wt are we sdiing info’

| oked at the black sky, at the smls hanging lice dim stars abve us, and then ot across the
endess waters. ‘Smething the Gueen believes can destroy everyting. And | believe she is
riglnt"

Longbottom only grinned wider, his eyes flashing with excitement. "Gond | was beginning fo fear
this would be dull”

The ship lurthed forward, mning away from the shore as it deawn by an unseen curvent.
The dead land faded behind us, the endless black sea stvetthing out in all directions. Move, the
whte souls glimmered faintly in the wid, watthing in slence.

| vested my hand on the raiiing, my thougnts heavy, ela's wice echoing in my mind No maffer
wut happens. No maffer ow brg it takes. Come back to .

| would. | hwad sworn .



The ship mved steadly across the black waters, the hull creaking softly as if it dilied every
inch of the purney The dir here was heaier than before, the slence broken only by the
soft hiss of the acidc sea and the occasional echo of 4 distant groan beneath the surface. The
white dots above us flickered faintly in the wid, the souls drifting shwer now, a5 if even they
dreaded where we were ging

The crew moved about their work with quiet efficiency, though sime spake in hushed wices as
they kept an exe on the horizon. Longbottom stond near the whee), his coat swaying lighty
with the subtle movement of the deck, whle Win vemained viear the bow, wofionless, staring af
the endess bridges and distant iclands as it messuring them.

one of the pirates approached me, his face pale where the faint ficker of a trapped sol
ching to his skin. He leaned in signtly, his wice bwer than the others. "We are headed toward
the center of the veam, aye. That i where Bily M liced to stay, or o0 the old stories say If it
is frue, then it makes sense that dl this trouble started there.

| boked at him, my hand vesting lignty on the vailing, "Mnd why would that make senge!

The pirate gave a nerwus grin. "Bl M is vothing but frouble. That thing does net think lie
we do. No feelings, vo care for anything lning, not exen for the other qds, if yu can believe
It. It causes madness st fo see if it can feel something from i Like poking a wound fo see if
it hurts. Some call it the black sheep of its kind Never seen it myself, and | pray | never wi,
but if the vealm is tearing tself apart, | would wager i is ditting at the heart of t, grinning to
ttself!

Me mved away quickly after saying I, as if even speaking its name tw ludy wight draw its
attention.

| loked ot over the waters aguin, my grip tigntening slignty on the vaiing. The tiwght of
such 4 thing being at the center of all this made o much sense, even if none of them truly
understood what it was.

The ship Creaked suddenly, shuddering under 4 view weight. Longbottom straigitened immediately,
his grin Nanishing as his eyes stanned the black waves. "Lexiathans,' e said simply

The crew mved fast, grabbing bng spears and puling thick chins from hidden compartments
abng the deck. The sea around us hissed budex, bubbling idlently as something massive moved
beneath the surface.



| caught the first glimpse of it as i surfaced, its slick, black skin veflecting the faint gow of
the souls abive. t was wassive, an eel the size of the ship tself, its eves gowing faintly a5 it
rose from the waters with a hiss that sent steam curling info the div. s teeth were
neede—sharp, its mouth wide enugh to bite the deck in half if it wished,

Mnother olowed, vising from the oppasite side, circiing the ship 4s it deciding where t strike.
The crew shouted orders, Hhrowing haked chins wer the sides. The ks sank into the
Creatures' okin, gowing faintly as vunes canved int the chvins activated, sparking with light
tat burned against the beasts.

Longbuttom bughed, Wis grin veturning vow that the fignt 1vd begun. "hold the lines, yu
miserable devis. Make sure they do ot dvag us under”

one of the lexiafluns lunged, slamming againgt the dide of the hull, making the ship gron
under the force. | drew the rewer, bading one of the ew profotype vounds. | aimed for the
first lexiathan as it surfaced agpin, ts budy ciing as it prepared to shrike.

The shut cracked budy, the vound tearing into its flesh. Redity twisted armund the wound 45 the
profotype vound worked, the creature's skin bending unnaturaly before tearing apart in 4
spray of steaming black ichor.  soreamed, a deep guttural sound that echoed across the
waters, then dne back beneath the surface, tirashing widy,

The second lexiathan inged, but the pirates threw another hooked chvin, beking i in place
bng enmgh for me to fire aguin. The shet shruck just beneath its jaw, the twisting effect
vipping thrmgh ts muscles and leming i comvulsing before i sank back into the acidc sea

The water hissed for a lng moment, then dtilled, the creatures retreating to the deptis. The
pirates shwly reeled in their chaing, cheexing as they checked for damage. Longbattom bughed
aqpin, Cpping me hard on the back. "Well vow, Lord Blackwond, yu are as god a5 they say.
Thise things do vot often vetreat 5o quick’

Do they ever shp coming,' | asked, siding another vound into the vexier.

Longbottom grinned, his eyes ginfing with excitement. "Not until you leave these waters, iy
friend. But do vot worry We e surived worse. The chiins and vunes hold most of them
off"

Who turned his masked head toward me briefly, titing t as it stuling the vewher, then
veturned his pze t the horizon.



| loked out across the black sea agpin, the smls abve Fickering faintly as if disturbed by wiat
had st happened The ship mved forward, leming bekind only the faint biss of steam from
where the Creatures had struck.

The chser we sdled to the center, the heavier the dir became, and abive us the white souls
began to dim, their gw fading as if they tw feared what lay anead

The ship saled deeper inh the Forgpitten Redm, its blackened bl cutting tvough the acidic
waters with sbw, delberate movements. The dir grew heaier with every passing hur,
pressing against us as thugh the vedm tself wais watching. The bridges that stretthed
between the distant isknds became thinner, cracked and splintered in places, as it even the
stone wished fo crumble under the weignt of Wit waited anead

Moie us, the black sky shifted. The white dots Hhat were once steady suls began to move, vt
quickly, but enmgh to wtice. They drifted toward one andther in sbw gpivals, dimming as they
drew close, forming the faint suggestion of a civcular shape againgt the wid Even the pirates
W hd sailed these waters for years glanced up nerwusly, muttering among themseles.

Longbuttom sfood ot the wheel, his grin voticeably smaller ow. His exes scanned the horizon,
sharper than before. “The center draws near. You can feel it in the dr, can yu vot!

| can’ | sdid, my hand resting ligntly on the vailing, " feels wrong'

"t always does,’ Longbottom veplied, his fone quieter than usual. "But this is different. The ream
toelf feels. eager. | do vt lice that!

one of the pirates came to stand vear me, his wice hushed as he glanced at the shiffing sky
"y M always liked the center of the veam. Sad it was the best place to twist 4 man's mind
inside out. I all this trouble started there, | would wager that thing is laughing even vow!

| boked at i, my wice steady "as anyne ever faced it and surived'

The pirate sk his head quickly “ou do vot face . You pray yu never meet it. I does ot
ﬁglnf lice anting elce. t does ot il because it must. t does i because i wants fo feel
eomdrhing, amfhing."

Longbottom barked an order then, cutting the man's words short. "Eyes on the water. The
chser we get, the more they will come.”



hs if on cue, the sea hissed buder, the dark surface bubbling and voling as simething massive
stirved beneatih The ship shuddered sligntly, the crew vushing fo the sides, throwing vuned
Chiins and preparing spears.

K lexiathan surfaced briefy far off, s massive bady twisting before diing again, only fo be
veplaced by ansther chser o us. t broke the surface with 4 lud hiss, its dlick black okin
glinting in the dim lignt. The pirates hrled their ching, the vunes gparking as they lafched
on, but the beast twisted vidlently, snapping one of the chins clean before diing agein

| stepped to the vaiiing, vexier in hand, bading anstinex of the prototype vounds. Wi moved
slently to the bow, his macked head turning sightly toward me as if 1o aoknowledgc what | was
about 1o do.

The sea erupted agoin as two more lexiatihans vose on oppuste sides of the ship, their gowing
ees fiked on us. One nged, slamming into the bl and vocking the deck vidlently. Pirates
serambled, shouting o hold the lines.

| took aim at the clser of the two, waiting until it opened its massive jaw. The shot vang ouf,
the vound stviking deep inbo tts tiroat. The twisting force of the prototyre vound fore thrugh
it flesh, reality treelt warping as the creature thrashed violenty before vetredting with 4 hiss.

Longbuttom shouted sometiing o the crew, his grin returming briefly in the cims. "Wl steady
They wil ot take us today”

The second lexiathan lunged agpin, tts teeth straping the dide of the ship, leming deep marks
in the wood. Who mived suddenly, faster than | expected, leaping onfo the vaiing and driving a
spear directl into the beasts eye. The vunes on the spear flared brigntly, and the lexiatiun
streethed before dning back info the depths, leming the water hissing in its wake.

The sea swly calimed after that, the bubbling surface settiing, tiough the crew remdined
tence. Longbottom wiped his hands on his coat, his grin veturving though his wiice vemained
serious. “They are only festing us ow. The chiser we get fo the center, the worse it wil
become. Bily M lices o know who walks into it domain. | plays with its prey before it decides
whether fo break t"

| vebuded the rewer, my gaze fived on the horizon whevre the bridges grew thinner and
the dead trees taller, their twisted branches stretthing upward lice skeletal hands.



The sky abe shifted again, the white souls dimming furtiher, forming an almost perfect ving
now. The shape of the Coming eciipse was undeniable.

Longbottom folowed my gaze, his grin faltering just signtly “There i is. The beginning of i all
The center wits, and wWhatever sits theve does vot plan fo make this easy for yu, Lord
Blackwood

| oked at the groning darkness abive, Bells wice eching aieth in wy wind. No matfer what
Wappens, ro matfer how brg it takes, come back to me.

| gripped the vaiing fignter. | wil veach i Wiatever it takes!

Longbottom gave & short bugh, thugh his exes were sharper fhan exer. "Gond You may be
the only one mad enough fo make t that far!

The ship pressed on, the bridges and islinds anead stretthing lice a pathh info the heart of
madness itself.

The further we salled, the wore the realm seemed fo unravel around us. The black sea
Churnied with vidlent wotion, sevding waves as high as the wasts slamming against the hull. The
once—til surface vow writhed as it sometiing beneatih t stirred every inch of the waters at
nce. Aeidic spray lished across the deck, hissing as it ate into the wod, leaing small smoling
hles wheve it landed The crew scrambled fo throw salt-treated tarps over the damaged spots,
suting to one andther as the ship groaned under the strain.

The dir grew thicker, hutter, and i carvied with it the scent of burnt metal and ash The
bridges in the distance crumbled piece by piece, sme collapsing entively into the biiling sea
belw. Dead trees vose taller as we approached the center, their skeletal limbs swaying as if
moved by an unseen wind, tough vo wind touched us.

Mowe, the black wid shifted violently The white smls spiraled faster now, mning unnaturaly in
perfect circles, their gbw dimming further as they gathered inb 4 single mags. K ving of
white lignt formed in the sky brignt and pulsing, chsing in on tself like a great exe preparing
bo blink shut. The eclipse was o bnger approaching  was forming before our eyes.

The crew began to change. M first it was only nerwus whispers, but swn iices cracked info
shouting as some of them loked to the sky tw bng. & few clutthed their heads, screaming,
faling to their knees as it trying to tear something out of their winds. Others muttered to
themsees in low, broken tones, their words making vo sense.



Longbottom stoed firm at the wheel, his grin now a tignt line. "old steady, yu dexils)' he shouted
wer the voar of the sea ‘Do vot ok at i Veep yur eyes on the water or you wil bse your
minds”

Put it was aready spreading Madness crawled across the deck like a sickness. One pivate
grabbed a spear and swung it widly at 4 crewmate, lughing as if it were some kind of game.
Another tried fo climb the vailing o leap info the acidic sea, muttering that the lights abive
were caling his name. Two men had to drag him back, tying him fo the magt

Who std unmoing 4t the bow, his masked head tited upward tovard the eclipse, thogh it dd
not seem to affect him. His presence done steadied some of the crew who dtill cing to their
seNses.

The water beneath us erupted as a lexiathan breached the surface, its massive budy twisting
and slamming back into the sea, sending waves Crashing high enwugh to drench the deck. The
acidc. spray hissed, burning holes in the vailing as andtier wave shruck the lul, vocking the
entive ship.

"Chving veady, Longbottom belbowed, his wice cutting through the madness. *Do vot let them tip

us.

The pirates scrambled, throwing vuned ching into the water, their ks glowing as they
Wtched onto the thrashing beasts. But the waves made it near impossble to hod steady, and
e chain snapped, vecailing back and knocking 4 man across the deck

| gripped the vaiing, stealing myselt as the ship fited sharply with andther wave. My rexher
fel heavy in my hand, its cyjiinder alveady baded with my strongest vounds. one of the
lexiatinans vose aggin, lunging for the side of the ship, ts teeth snapping dangerousy close to
the deck.

| fired, the vound tearing info its jaw. The twisting effect of the bullet bent its flesh inward,
vipping thrgh the muscle before bursting outward in a spray of steaming black icher. The
creature vecoled, slamming back into the sea, but anther surfaced immedaately bevind t, circling
ice a predator witing for the vight moment o strike.

The ship groaned as anither wave lifted it high before dropping i back inb the churning sea
The crew hell fast, tough many shidted prayers or curses between heming breating.



Longbottom shouted over the chws, bis grin fickering but nexer ful anishing. ‘We are chse
now. You can feel i, can yu not. The center wats for us, and it does vot want us to arvive”

| vebaded, my exes fived on the horizon. The black wid anead seemed to shift lice a curtain,
revealing faint glimpses of a distant isund survounded by jpgged bridges and twisted dead trees.
Even from here, | could feel . The pul of something ancient and wrong, something that almost
seemed 1o bugh with each wave that shruck the ship.

The pirates who otil cing to veasin stared o the islnd in quiet dread One of them muttered
under his breath, ust lud enough for me to hear. "Bl M is waiting there. I anytiing could
make the vedm act lice this, it is that thing | wuld stake my soul on !

| tightened my grip on the vaiiing, Belas words eching again in my wind No maffer whit
Wappens, ro matfer how brg it takes, come back to me.

The ship surged forward, cutting thrmgh the waves as if it tw understond there was o
turving back.

The center of the Forgpiten Realm bomed anead, a jpgged icland vising from the black waters
like a wound torn open in the world Dead trees clawed foward the woid, their twisted branches
bending unnaturally, 45 if they were veaching to escape the ind they grew from The bridges
leading fo the islnd were broken and half-sunken, their stne crumbiing info the acidc sea,
leming ony narrow, treacherous patis fo cross.

The sky abwve was o bnger dfill The white souls spun faster, the once-gentle lignt now
swiring into a briliant ving of white fire that pulsed like a heartbeat. The eclipse had almost
fuly formed. t was o bnger just gathering it was dive, as i aware of us drawing near. The
weight of i pressed down on the ship, thick enugh to feel in my chest.

The sea voared buder than ever, throwing massive waves at the ship, the acidc spray hissing

a5 1t shruck the deck. One wave slammed againgt the hull 50 hard the entire ship filted, sending
pirates sprawing. Ropes snapped, and barvels sl across the deck, sime bursting open a5 they
shruck the vailing,

"hold steady” Longbuttom belowed, his wiice fierce against the chas. His coat was swced, his
hands tigit on the wheel as he forced the ship fo cut through the biliing waves. bis grin hud
foded vow, veplaced by grim determination. "She wil old. She s to hold"



The pirates scrambled to secure the vipes and tighten the chin ang the i, their faces
pae and eyes wide. Some still whispered prayers under their breati, their fear growing with
every inch chiser we saled & few glanced toward the icland, their expressions twisted in dread

One pirate, gripping the valing beside me, spat info the churning sea “This is its ding. Bl M
3 hughing at us, | swear it This ic wihat it loves most Watthing us stramble lice fools while it
waiits to see W breaks first"

The ship lurthed volently a5 a wassive wave slamimed info the dide, throwing us against the

vailing,. & moment later, the sea ttoelt erupted as anther leviathan breached the surface, ts
massive bidy twisting in the waves. It hissed, its gowing eyes fired on the ship as it circled,
waiting for the vignt moment fo shrike.

Two more folowed, their slick budies cutting fhnugh the water, their mwements faster and
wider than before. The ching were thrown immediately, ks gwing as they latthed onbo the
Creatures, but the wid waves made it harder to bold them steady. One of the leviathans dove,
dragging & chain with it until the line snapped with a sharp crack.

Who stud ot the bow, unmming despite the chms. His masked head fited signtly, watthing the
approaching island as if he cared vothing for the creatures cirtling us. Langbottom shouted for
more men to the sides, his wiice cutting tivugh the voar of the sea "eep thise beasts off

us. We ave amost there. Do vt let them drag us under now'

The chsest leviathan lunged for the ship, its teeth straping the ull | vaised the vewher and
fired, the snit tearing thrmgh ts side. The vound twisted its flesh, burning thvugh i before
vipping apart entirely  soreeched, thrashing iolenty before inking back into the waves.

Mnother wave shruck before | could velad, neary knocking me fo the deck. one of the
lexiathang vammed the ship from beneath, the hull groaning under the force. heidic spray
hissed aguinst the woud, leaing new holes in the deck.

Longbottom fightened his grip on the wheel, his teeth bared "We will veach . We wil vot be
shpped here!

The ship surged forward, viding andtier massive wae as the islnd grew cser. The bridges
tat connected i to the other islands swayed and cracked under the weignt of the turbulent
waters, sime Colapsing entively info the baling sea



hs we drew near, the dir grew amost unbeardble. The madness in the crew grew worse,
severdl men cutthing their heads and sereaming as they dropped to their knees, whispering to
themseNes in broken wices. one man threw himself overboard, the acidic waters consuming bim
in a fash of steam before he even streamed

| loked foward the island, my grip tightening on the vailing. The dead trees swayed unnaturaly
and the white ving in the sky pulsed faster, as it veacting fo our approsch. The cser we
came, the more | fek t—the sense that samething was watthing us, amused, waiting,

pily M was there. Even without seeing i, | could feel it presence. It was ot anger or hatved,
o an Nerwhelming sense of curiosty We were entertainment to it.

The ship lurthed agein as anotner wae carvied it forward Longbottom shouted over the chs,
his gein veturning tor 4 brief wmoment as he bughed thrugh the madness. *There! Hod on, you
denils. We are lmding'."

The hull straped against black stne as the ship shruck the shore, grinding to a i, The
crew strambled 1o secure it with ching before the waves dragoed 1 back, shouting o one
andther a5 the water hissed and voared against the vocks.

| stepped 1o the vailing, staring at the island that stretched before me. The ground wais
cracked and lifeless, the trees standing lice twisted bones, their branches veaching into the
black wid above.

Longbottom woved beside me, his grin vow 4 serious line a5 he loked toward the center. "f yu
pan to face whatexer waits there, | wil not stop you, but | will ot lie. Many of us will net wait
bng. The bnger we stay here, the wore this place wil eat at our winds!

| vodded once, my exes fived anead “You lune alveady done wore than anyne could ask. Keep
the ship veady”

Longbottom game me 4 sharp vod, his grin veturning faintly despite the madness in his crew.
Do ot take fo0 bng, Lord Blackwond The center does ot Forgi\m tse who linger”

| stepped down onfo the blackened shure, the stine beneatn my biots warm as it it had been
burned vecently. The dir carvied o wind, o sund, only the soft hiss of the acid sea behind
me and the distant lum of the eciipse forming fuly above.

The center of the Forgpiten Realm waited, and | knew Bily M was diveady watching,



The bridge creaked under my weight, its ancient stne worn tin, parts of i crumbling info
the biiing sea below. The dir smelled faintly of ash and sometiing older, something wrong. The
dead trees ining the path swayed though there was o wind, their twisted branches mning as
it tracking me. The auras of trapped smls hvered nearby, fickering more viently viow, their
gt growing dim a5 if they tw feared Wt wited ahead

The sky dbine pulsed with the dmist-Complete eclipse. The white suls that lad once drifted
biziN vow gpun faster, forming a perfect gowing ving in the wid, brignt enough to cast sharp
shadows across the cracked ground. Exery pulse of light fekt lice a heartbedt, not wine, vot the
redlm's, but smething else. Something watching,

| pressed forward, iy vewher heavy at iy side. The bridges became thinner, sime barely
wide enmgh for a single step. | mved carefuly, but as | drew chser to the heart of the
redm, the dlence broke.

M first, t was only a soft whisper, faint and almost curius, like someone watching from a
distance. Then came laughter. Not loud, not mocking, but auiet, soft, and deliberate. I echoed
across the oid, impassble to place, as i i came from exery direction af once.

The bugrter grew luder a5 | stepped onto the final stretoh of land, the dead trees now
twisted completely, their branches clawing foward the cky as thugh writhing in agony. The air
felt thicker, pressing againgt my chest with every breatih

M the center of it al, there was natiing. No thnone, o figure, only a pafch of cracked earth
where the shadows seemed darker, where the world itcelf felt thinner. But | could feel it

Bily M.

It was vot isible in any way | could comprenend, but | felt its gaze settle on me, heavy and
curious. The lughter shpped, veplaced by slence s deep it vang in my ears.

The ground shifted beneathh me, ot phaysically but in my wind, as if the world tself foded A
strange warmth Crept up my arins, info iy chest, as the air around we bent lice liquid My
heart pounded, and | vealized it was ot from fear of death but sometiing worse.

| can them.



Deeds, standing at the door with that quiet, patient expression. Midal, his vobe glowing faintly,
smiling sy the way he aways did when he wanted to impress we. Bell, her goden eyes
soft, her hand agpingt my chest as she whispered for me to come back b her.

| heard them fo, faintly, a5 it from behind a wal Deeds teling me to be careful, Midwil
lughing about something simple, Bellas wice vepeating my promise.

The warith became heat. It pressed info my mind like a hand peeling back layers of wio |
wis, puling we apart, piece by piece.
Bily M was watching

The etlipse abve fared, the white ving gowing so brigithy it lurt to ok af, but | could feel it
wisnt boking af the world  was oking af me.

A wice, vot spoken but felt, filled my head t was vot words, vt truly, but | understood it all the
Same.

You fear bsing them. You fear forg&f‘ﬁhg them. Wit does 1t feel lie, | worder, when yu
become the very thing yu fear most

| drpped to my knees, my hands pressing aguingt the cracked stne as my head pounded. My
isin blurred, twisting, iy thoughts clipping from me one by one.

Wht does it feel lice to forget

"o, | whispered, my wice harse, my fingers gripping o the stne as if it could anchor me.
cannt forget. Not them!

| pulled the smal leather votebook from my coat, my hands chaking as | tore | open. My
rewher sipped from my hip, clattering against the stone, forgptten for the first time in years.

| began fo write. The words poured out of me, frantic, uneven

*Vear reater | must inferect here and state that it was all based on the recounting that |
maraged to get affer many many inferiews with Blackwnd and | believe this next part is
whit fies abngside It | shall explain more affer.



The dir is heay The bridges are breaking behind me. The ship is gine from signt now and
Longbottom's shouts are only echoes in my head The ground heve is cracked, warm under my

buts a5 i burned from the ingide ot. The dead trees are mning. They are watthing me. | do
net ook at them for bng

The cky is wrong. The white lignts are o bnger stars. | know they are souls. They are
spinning faster vow, pulling fogetiner in a ving. I is brigit, tw bright, and every pulse feels
ice 1t is inside my chest. | can feel it wafthing me.

| hear it lughing. t i vt bud. I is soft and patient and curious.

Bily M. | kow it is here. | canmot see i, but | feel . It does vot need fo show tself to be
vedl I is chse now. The center of this cursed place belngs to i

The ground hums under my hands when | touch i | do ot want fo kneel, but my legs feel
weak. My rexiNer is heavwy, heier than exer before, but | keep it in my hand The acid sea
is voaring bevind me, and the sky feels chser than it shld

| hear them. Deeds teling me to be careful, his wice steady and sure. Midwil laughing, saying
smething about wy coat, dbout how | ok tw proper for & man chusing guds. Bellas wice is
Clearer than both of theirs. She is sajing my name, teling me fo come back to her. | swore |
would. | promiced hex.

The hedt is inside my chest now. I is pressing against me, pulling we apart. My head is
pounding,
It is gpeaking fo me. Not words, vot vealy, but | can feel what i means.

You fear bsing them. You fear forgetting them. Wit does it feel lice, | wonder, when you
become the very thing yu fear most,

No. | will not Porgc’f. | will ot bse them.
Wit does it feel lice to forget.
| canvot Forge’r. | will vt

| pull ot my notebook. My hands are shaking. My vewher falls fo the ground. I does ot
matter. This matters. | need fo write. | need to hold onto them. | cannot let them slip.



Deeds is patient. He s been more than a servant, more than | deserve. He is.. he is my
friend. Midwil i shrong, shronger Hhan e knows, and stubborn, but he Wis 4 qod heart. | am
proud of him. | am proud to be Wis teacher. Bela. her eyes ave gl She omiled ot me. She
hld me to come back to her. She kissed me. She is wifing for we. | cannit forget her. |
cannet forget them

| cannot forgo’r them all.
| cannot forg...

#This findl enfry wis the st of Lord Blackwoods purnals, recovered from the site of the
Gueen's fated expediion into the Forguften Realm. The ink wis smeared, the pages warped
and the writing grew franfic and uneven before endng abruptly mid-sentence. There wis o
further record of him after that day

The Fourantion officially catabged SCP-867, 4 Nembrotin kubaryarg, 4 small nemn sea shig
contained in 4 standard aquatic enchsure. To most, it i simply trat and vafhing more. But fo
those W speak with It the creature insists it is Lord Theadre Thomas Blackwood, Viscount.
Naturalist, and Exphrer. | speaks with the same wice described by fhose W knew him, rich
with charm and confidence, recounting fales of grand hunts, distant nds, and impossible worders.

Ad yet, when asked abot Veeds, or Mkl o the woman with qllen eyes, the creature fits
ts smal] bright head 45 if puzzled I denies kvowing anyne by thise rames. It speaks the
shries 45 if they are histry, but there is o weignt in its words, no flcker of memory in the
way it fels them. They are echoes, repeated with pride but wittwit the sorrow or bve fhat
nce gave fhem meaning,

| have sat for hours listening fo it speak. The wice is his, the mannerisis are his, the
certainty in his words unshaken, but he des ot remember who he was. Wifever he was
before is qore, and what remains is only the story he tolf himself he was meant t be.

if this is fruly where his story ends, then let it end as an echy, because even if he does ot
remember the peyle he cared for, his tales carry them dtill They lve on in the words he
repeats, even if he o bnger kvows why

~Calico
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