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Ezekiel

––––––––
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Ezekiel never thought death would come like this—flat on his back under pine trees and sky, pressed into the wet ground, each breath hurting like a splinter. He wasn't really afraid of dying, but the pain was overwhelming. It stabbed through his leg, where the trap's metal jaws had bitten through his boot and flesh, holding him tight like an animal. As he lay there, it hit him: this wasn't an accident. Someone had set the trap, and he'd walked right into it. The thought sent a jolt of fear through him, but also a flicker of determination—he would have to fight to survive.

He forced himself upright, muscles taut beneath his broad shoulders as his chest shuddered with the strain. The leather of his jerkin, torn and caked with blood, creaked at the seams while he steadied himself against the pain. His body, once chiselled by years of battle and training, was made not only to fight but to teach others—to strike, to hunt, and to endure. He had survived skirmishes that would have shattered the most seasoned of men. His blades had become extensions of his hands, and time after time, he'd staggered from the chaos, bloodied but alive.

Some whispered that the gods had favoured him—that when he took up a weapon, unseen hands guided his aim, channelling a strength beyond his own. But Ezekiel had never believed in such superstition. Now, with agony flooding his body, he almost laughed aloud at the thought. If gods did watch over him, surely they wouldn't have left him trapped and bleeding in a silent stretch of wilderness.

The air brimmed with the scent of iron and wet earth. Pines arched above him like ancient sentinels, their needles whispering secrets as the wind slid through, indifferent to pain below. The forest breathed in hushes and murmurs—cool, green, untamed. The metallic tang clung to his senses, a constant reminder of blood and injury. Hunger gnawed at him—not just for food, but for redemption, for a clemency as fleeting as morning mist in these woods. He replayed the trail in his mind: snapped underbrush, bent grasses, claw marks raked into soft bark, and the musky tang of milk and fur. She had cubs. He was sure of it.

Usually, that would have been enough. He would have backed away. But hunger had a way of grinding down conscience.

The trap had snapped shut with a crack like thunder. The bear's roar, deep and furious, rattled through his skull. Instinct took over—his blade flashed free, muscle memory guiding the strike before thought caught up. Steel bit into fur, slicing deep across her shoulder, nearly finding her throat. Hot blood spattered his hand, quick and bright. So close—almost fatal, but not enough.

Now his fingers shook, slick with sweat and blood, the hilt slippery beneath his grip. The blow hadn't been cruel; it was survival—raw and unvarnished. Yet guilt pooled in his chest, heavy and insistent, throbbing in time with the pain in his leg. The bear's suffering pressed on him, their fates tangled by violence and necessity.

A soft, ragged laugh escaped him; it was a laugh somewhere between half-breath and half-madness. Maybe this was what the gods called mercy. A clean end, but better than starving and the frostbite gnawing away at his toes in the mountain nights.

Agony slammed through him, sudden and raw, seizing his lungs and twisting the air out of his chest. His laugh fractured into a strangled gasp. Fingers scrabbled at the forest floor, nails splitting against roots and stone as he fought for something solid, something to hold him to the world. The earth yielded nothing. Only the trap's iron grin stared back—smeared with blood and dirt, jaws buried deep and merciless.

A low growl rumbled through the clearing.

Ezekiel lifted his head with effort, vision blurred, and the world sliding in and out of focus. The bear stood with blood streaked on her hide in thick, dark trails, fur clumped and matted over raw wounds. Her massive frame trembled, but she did not fall. Her breath came hard, and her chest was heaving, the wound at her shoulder dripping rhythmically into the soil. Through the haze, Ezekiel watched, his mind fraying at the edges. The air swam with heat and pain, and for a moment, he wanted to let go—to let the darkness take him.

Unconsciousness would be a release, with no more questions or reckoning. But memory would not grant him peace. They surged in, unbidden and vivid.

Salt stung his nostrils again as he remembered the Narrows. His childhood had been carved between crooked stone alleys, the pungent sea air always in his nose, and gulls wheeling overhead with shrill cries. His mother's voice carried somewhere in the back of his mind, but it was lost beneath the noise of waves and wind. That place had always smelled alive.

The jagged cliffs and the bitter cold were so harsh that they bit through skin. The wind there didn't howl; it screamed, clawing through every crack in the mountains, and echoing endlessly through stone. Exiles like Ezekiel whispered stories by the fires, tales of old alliances and grudges with the Southern Elves that mirrored the world's fracture. He had lived among that harshness, exile breathing down his neck, punishment pressed into every bitter night. And now, with death looming once more, Ezekiel couldn't help but wonder whether such a life had ever been survivable. Maybe that had been the point—to endure a sentence worse than death because only a few chose to live after banishment, and not many of them lasted long.

He had chosen it anyway, but not for redemption or approval of any god or man. He chose it because it was harder. Because dying was too easy. Exile had beaten any softness out of him. It had taught him how to sleep in caves with one eye open, how to find water in dried-up creek beds, how to kill without hesitation—and sometimes, how to kill when he didn't have to.

Every day he woke was another defiance of the punishment branded onto him.

But defiance wasn't forgiveness.

The pain dragged him back into the harsh reality of the forest floor, a jolt so fierce it felt like the earth had moved beneath him. As consciousness clawed its way back, a thought flickered across his mind—a vivid memory of his mother's gaze, equal parts warmth and disappointment, when he first announced he would leave the safety of their home for the jagged uncertainty beyond. It was a moment of hesitation, wondering if he had made the right choice, if he had made the right choices, that pooled like shadow against the stark brightness of his suffering.

A sharp taste filled his mouth—copper and bile. His vision cleared just enough to see the bear lurch forward. She came at him not with fury, but the slow, dreadful certainty of something that understood death and didn't fear it.

Her paw lifted, claws curved like hooked blades.

Ezekiel's breath froze. The primal part of him screamed at the sight, the deep instinct that knew what those claws could do. A clean swipe and he'd be done. But even as fear flooded him, his body moved. With what strength he had left, he twisted—just enough.

The paw missed. Pain exploded again as the trap bit deeper from the movement, and made his flesh tear again. He cried out, a broken sound that vanished into the silence of pine needles.

And yet—he endured.

The bear reeled back slightly, breath huffing, muscles shifting beneath her bloody pelt. He didn't dare move now. His mind spun with possibilities. If this wasn't death, then perhaps... divine intervention? A cruel joke?

He imagined the clan members stumbling upon his corpse, twisted in the trap, and shredded by a bear. The shame curled in his gut—not over the death itself, but the undignified nature of it. He wasn't even worth burying if he died so undignified.

They wouldn't come looking for him anyway.

He had lived among the mountain clans, tolerated but never truly accepted. A Lowlander by birth, he remained an outsider through every winter.

And then came the memory. The one word that always dug deepest.

Murder.

His stomach churned. His throat tightened. The word alone summoned the weight of everything he had lost—of everything he had done. In that single moment, he had felt love. And loss. A life torn in two by the blade.

They had never asked him about it. The mountain folk didn't want to know. To them, he was marked, and that was enough. Even now, dying beneath the trees, he wondered if they'd send a search party for a missing goat before they ever bothered with a man like him.

A noise snapped his attention outward. His body tensed. The forest's quiet broke.

There—voices, distant and urgent, followed by a sharp, distinct twang.

A bolt whistled through the air and struck the bear clean in the eye. She didn't roar. Didn't stumble. Instead, the bear collapsed, earth-shaking. In the muddy earth beside her, the small impression of a paw print quietly marked what she had left behind. Relief tried to rise in him—but it was dulled by something heavier. Guilt.

She'd had cubs.

He should have stood. Should have welcomed his rescuers, offered thanks, and pleaded for aid. Perhaps they could help with the trap. Maybe they would bandage the wound. But as his gaze shifted to the shaft embedded in the bear's skull, recognition dawned.

Elven.

The bolt was too perfect—the fletching, crimson currigon feathers. The craftsmanship is flawless. This wasn't a rescue. This was something else.

Six figures emerged. Silent as smoke. Their garments shimmered faintly, catching the light between the trees. Each moved with the grace of ghosts. Their skin was smooth, ageless. Their hair is as pale as moonlight. They carried weapons—bows, blades, spears—each held with casual ease, as if it were an extension of their thoughts.

They stared at him, eyes sharp and unblinking.

Ezekiel didn't move. Not even to lower his weapon. He had once been the hunter.

But not now. Now, he was prey.

The Sovereign's presence in Evov had stirred unrest from beneath the skin of the world, signalling not peace, but the quiet reawakening of conflict among the old, mythical orders. The creatures now before Ezekiel came from the North—he could tell by their speech and clothing—and they moved through this Southern territory like wary predators, eyes sharp and steps light. Every gesture hinted at deep unease, as if even the trees here might turn against them.

Ezekiel watched the group closely and could tell things were changing between them. He quickly realised he'd wandered into something meaningful. Maybe they thought he was useful. Perhaps they had a reason to let him live, at least for the moment. But that didn't reassure him. The exact reasons they might keep him alive could just as easily become reasons to kill him once they got what they wanted.

His foot still throbbed, but his mind sharpened with purpose. If he was to survive, he had to stay three steps ahead. Exploit what he knew. Obscure what he didn't. He had to become a story worth keeping alive.

A figure stepped forward. The rain faded to a fine mist, making her shape stand out—tall and slim, with the calm authority of a leader. She wore a silver cloak and moved with clear purpose. Ezekiel braced himself for the typical questions: his name, why he was there, and who he served. But her calm, steady voice caught him off guard.

"How do you know about this place?"

Not what he expected. Her tone held an edge—something unfamiliar—worry, maybe even fear—and it caught him off guard.

He studied her more closely. It was strange to see a mythical being express anxiety over their inner affairs before asking about his purpose here. That told him something, too.

He said, "My presence here is of utmost importance to the Sovereign." His words were slow and careful, each one chosen to sound calm and in control. He tried to keep his voice steady and confident, but a slight tremor slipped in. His eyes darted away for just a moment, revealing a hint of doubt beneath his practised composure.

"The Sovereign?" she repeated, one brow lifting, the faintest flicker of disbelief in her eyes.

"Yes," he said again, firm.

"And you expect us to simply accept your claim of importance to the Sovereign?"

Her suspicion wasn't concealed; it weighed in her voice, thick and heavy.

Ezekiel stared at her, his gaze unwavering despite the blood soaking through his boot. His voice was steady, but it didn't mask the edge of urgency beneath his words. "Help me or finish me—decide," he said bluntly, cutting through any formality. Her expression remained composed, but the sharpness of his tone caught her attention, contrasting the measured calm in her response.

He forced his expression into a mirror of theirs—composed, guarded. But inwardly, he marvelled at the ease with which they held themselves. Even with pain lancing up his leg, even with fear chewing the edge of his resolve, he couldn't imagine mastering such poise. The mythical beings around him stood like marble statues, carved from purpose and tradition. He was flesh and bone, raw and bleeding.

The female studied him for a moment longer.

Then, from behind her, a male stepped forward, voice low and direct. "Jenilia, you cannot take his words at face value. He may not be trustworthy."

The name struck Ezekiel. Jenilia. He stored it quietly.

She let out a sharp click of her teeth—an expression of frustration—and without turning to the man, responded in rapid Elvish, "Ivisha."

The word crackled like ice breaking. Ezekiel stiffened. She didn't know how much Elvish he understood. Few did. And so she continued in her own tongue, speaking freely.

"He might possess valuable information. We won't dispose of him just yet."

The male's voice turned harder. "He's deceiving us. And he's trespassing."

"But he's familiar with Evov," she countered.

"And he'll reveal nothing once he's dead."

"Who told him of the city? What else does he know?" Her tone sharpened, frayed with irritation.

The male fell silent, hesitation creeping into his stance. "Do you think he's Southern? A covert operative?"

"Indeed," Jenilia answered, without doubt.

Ezekiel's heart stumbled. A spy. That word carried weight—and consequences. He'd lied plenty in his time, but that accusation dug in beneath his skin.

Another male, older, his voice gruff, cut in. "We can't afford to hold captives."

"I'm not suggesting we detain him, Raffan," Jenilia replied coolly.

Raffan's eyes narrowed. "An interrogation, then? You can't interrogate a dead man. He's already halfway there. Look at that foot, Jenilia."

"A deal, then?"

Raffan's lips pressed together. "Fine. But if we talk, you talk to me."

Jenilia clicked her teeth again—an unspoken command or agreement that Ezekiel couldn't quite decipher. He didn't need to. Her attention returned to him, steady as a blade's edge. She didn't raise her voice, didn't step closer, yet her presence anchored him in place like a snare.

"Who sent you to Evov? What is your objective?" she asked, reverting to the Mainlander tongue.

Ezekiel responded almost too quickly. "The Sovereign is in a heap of trouble," he said, drawing on the only weapon he had left, his knack for quick thinking. "I possess information relevant to your conflict."

A lie. But a carefully crafted one.

"I don't trust you," she said, matter-of-fact.

"That doesn't change the reality of the situation," he replied, pushing the words past dry lips. And immediately regretted them.

He knew how mythical beings responded to deception—with disgust, with fury. But as he watched Jenilia's expression, he saw her irritation fade into something else—curiosity, perhaps.

Ezekiel shifted, tried for a smile, then winced as the pain jolted up his leg again. 

She straightened and, switching to Elvish, said, "Man knows no reality—and is not reliable." 

"Let me prove you can trust me," he said.

"You can't," Jenilia responded, unshaken.

"Then leave me," he said, voice hoarse. "Let destiny take its course."

He didn't believe in fate. Not really. But there was sincerity in the weariness of his voice, in the way he sat, half-slumped, surrounded by mythical warriors who could end him with a twitch of a blade.

"Destiny isn't—" Jenilia started, then faltered. A rare thing. A slip. She exhaled slowly and fixed him with a final, unreadable look.

"You can't prove your trustworthiness," she said. "Because you can only speak in the language of men."

Ezekiel understood at once the weight behind her words. In the language of men, lies flowed easily—soft and smooth as oil—but in Elvish, deception had consequences. Severe ones. To tell a lie in their tongue wasn't just dishonourable; it was dangerous. He'd seen it before—the way words turned to splinters in the throat, the agony that followed, the choking on unfinished sentences that refused to pass the lips. A lie in Elvish could seal a man's mouth shut forever, or worse, force the truth to burst free with unbearable clarity.

That was the peril.

And it was why Ezekiel continued to speak in the common tongue, his voice even, feigning ignorance. Let them believe he was just another wandering fool who knew nothing of their world. So long as they didn't suspect how much Elvish he truly understood—how well he'd memorised their syntax, their idioms, their ancient proverbs—he had a chance.

Because if they knew, they would make him speak in it—and the truth would claw its way out of his chest. That he was no messenger. No servant of the Sovereign. Just a desperate man who had crossed the boundary illegally, driven by hunger and the promise of prey within Elfland's borders. A man who thought he might survive one more night if he found meat, warmth, something to fill his belly besides regret.

"You believe I should demonstrate my abilities in your language," he said, voice pitched low, casual.

"You are incapable of speaking our language," Jenilia replied, her tone flat, almost dismissive.

"No, I am not," he lied, the words tasting like ash on his tongue. "You could teach me."

At once, he saw her stiffen. The suggestion struck something in her, recoiling like a live wire. Her lips curled, not in a smile but in vague distaste, as though the very notion unsettled her.

"You are a man," she said curtly.

And yet, something shifted in her eyes. A flicker of uncertainty. She was weighing him now, measuring his lies against the possibility that he might still be helpful to them. That he might, somehow, be more than a dying trespasser.

Ezekiel caught it. That small glimmer of hesitation. It wasn't much, but it was enough. If she agreed to teach him—even under the pretence of unearthing his secrets—it would buy him time. Time to plan. Time to escape. Even if it meant relearning a language he already spoke fluently, pretending to stumble over words he once said with clarity. She'd think she was playing him, but she'd be giving him space to breathe, to regroup.

That was all he needed.

"Enough, Jenilia," a voice barked. Raffan.

The other male stepped forward, cutting between them like a blade. His face, all hard angles and irritation, was shadowed beneath his hood. "He's fading, and our time is running short."

Then came the sound, a low ripple through the trees. It wasn't the wind or birdsong, but a howl, distant yet unmistakable, sharp as a bone flute's cry. The sound sent a chill straight down Ezekiel's spine, leaving an eerie stillness in its wake. It reminded him of the night when wolves had howled outside the village where he had tried to put the past behind him—a past that refused to stay buried. That night, his failure to act had cost lives, and the echoes of those futile cries haunted him still. The present danger felt magnified by the weight of that memory, stacking the external peril upon his internal guilt.

"We must go," Raffan ordered, snapping his hand in a quick gesture. The others obeyed without question, their weapons vanishing back into sheaths in a single coordinated movement.

"The trap," Ezekiel rasped, the words barely audible. "Please, help me—"

Raffan didn't slow. "We leave it to fate and destiny now. Our time here is over."

The others turned and moved into the trees, fading like mist between branches. But Jenilia remained.

She didn't speak. She didn't move. She stood apart from the others, still as a monument, her gaze fixed on him. It made no sense. She should've left with them. He expected her to. She had no reason to stay, no orders to disobey. Yet, she lingered, watching him with something unreadable in her eyes.

Ezekiel's heart beat more heavily. That was it, then. They wouldn't free him, but perhaps she'd grant him the mercy of a swift death. He let his eyes fall to her crossbow bolts—each one fletched with crimson currigon feathers that trembled in the breeze like blood-soaked leaves.

She followed his gaze and understood. Her hand went to her belt. The familiar snap of a string being drawn reached his ears. She raised the crossbow.

He closed his eyes. Maybe this was the kinder ending. Better than a slow death from infection. Better than being torn apart by wolves. A bolt to the chest—quick, clean. He could live with that. Or die from it, instead.

Another howl cut through the forest, closer this time. Low and mournful, it vibrated through the canopy above. Ezekiel opened his eyes again, just once, to look up into the sky, where pale sunlight filtered through the high trees. The leaves shimmered gold and green, bright against the grey haze of midday.

He braced himself.

Then came the twang of the bowstring.

But the pain didn't come. Instead, there was a mechanical snap, a metallic shudder that echoed beneath him. The pressure vanished.

Ezekiel's breath hitched.

The trap—its jaws had sprung open. Her bolt had struck the release mechanism with perfect precision. The cruel teeth that had been buried in his boot and flesh released their grip with a reluctant creak, and his foot slipped free.

For the first time in hours, Ezekiel felt the ground beneath him without the crushing bite of steel. Relief rolled through him, muddled with confusion, gratitude, and disbelief. He stared at her, but Jenilia said nothing. Her crossbow lowered. Her expression remained unreadable.

But she'd made her choice. He was still alive.
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Chapter Two
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They ran through the forest, shadows flickering beneath the trees as the mythical beings glided ahead, silent and swift. Ezekiel lagged, limping with every painful step. Each time his swollen foot hit the ground, pain shot up his leg. His boot, once solid, was now soaked with blood and clung to his foot, the seams straining and ready to burst. His ankle throbbed, threatening to give out with every movement.

The forest blurred around him—rain-soaked trees and the sharp smell of pine thick in the air. Ezekiel could only concentrate on his pain and the distant shapes moving ahead. Through the haze, he watched Jenilia slow and glance back. Their eyes met, and he knew she saw his limp and the line of blood he left behind, a bright red ribbon on the ground.

"Go," Ezekiel said, his voice rough. He wanted her to leave, but another part of him hoped she would stay.

Jenilia didn't leave. Instead, she walked beside him, and he felt a rush of relief.

Suddenly, shapes emerged from the trees—slender, glowing-eyed figures with lean, strong bodies. Young female werewolves, snarling and crouched low, moved more like animals than people. They attacked without warning.

Jenilia didn't hesitate. She moved fast and silently, almost impossible to hear as she fired her crossbow. Each bolt hit its mark, finding throats and chests with unerring precision. When the last attacker charged, she met it head-on, striking quickly with her short sword. Then, sudden silence fell.

The clearing was still. Bodies dropped to the wet ground, steaming in the cold air. Their cries faded as Jenilia turned her focus back to Ezekiel.

Something in her face unsettled him. It wasn't fear or victory, but a grim understanding—a look he recognised from other hard times, other faces, and other fights.

There was no time for memories. Only the present counted. Jenilia set her weapons aside and knelt before him. She gently but quickly pulled the blood-soaked boot off his injured foot, peeling stiff leather away from mangled flesh. Ezekiel held his breath, refusing to cry out.

Her hands worked fast and steadily. She pulled out a small, pre-threaded needle and began stitching his torn skin with practised care, trying not to hurt him more than necessary. There were no painkillers or numbing herbs—only raw nerves, firelight, and a mythical being focused on helping him.

The pain was intense and burning. Each time the needle passed through his skin, it felt like glass scraping him. Every knot in the thread sent a jolt of agony up his leg. But Ezekiel never asked her to stop or swore in pain. He just clenched his teeth, kept his eyes open, and forced himself to stay awake. He knew if he passed out now, he might never wake up again.

The pain kept him alert and focused on the present. He had already come to terms with his new life. The man he once was—a soldier, a son, a Lowlander with hopes for the future—was gone. That part of him had died three years ago, even if his body had survived. What remained was tougher, but also much lonelier.

He had survived death, disgrace, and the slow suffering of exile. Yet he still wondered: was exile even worse than death?

Even the sharp pain of the needle couldn't keep his mind from thoughts of redemption. His people believed anyone—no matter how lost—could be forgiven by making amends. But Ezekiel doubted that anything he did would ever be enough for his mother to forgive him.

"Stay with me," Jenilia said quietly.

Her voice broke through his daze, clear but gentle. He looked up, her face blurred by tears.

But Ezekiel's thoughts slipped away from the moment. Darkness closed in, dragging him back to an old memory—a time when he was clinging to a cliff, muscles burning, fingers searching for a hold on slick stone. Then everything went dark. He was falling, weightless and silent.

He woke with a start—or maybe he only dreamed he did. A small fire burned close by, its orange light flickering over the tree trunks like the last rays of sunset. Everything beyond the fire was lost to darkness, as if the whole world ended at the edge of its glow.

He moved, pain stabbing through his chest, and coughed, feeling the ache in his ribs. The forest was completely silent—not even the wind stirred.

He knew Jenilia was close. He could sense her watching him—her eyes sharp, flicking between his face and his injured foot. He noticed the tension in her brow and the tight set of her lips. That expression was all too familiar, and he wished he didn't recognise it.

"I'm alive," he muttered, his voice rough. He wasn't sure if he was saying it to her or to himself.

"Gee," she replied, as blunt as always.

He avoided her gaze. He didn't want to see pity, frustration, or any other emotion he wasn't ready to face in her eyes.

He stared at his leg instead. The bandage was makeshift—a strip of cloth wrapped tightly with leaves to reduce swelling, stained dark with blood. It wasn't perfect, but it would have to work. The fire crackled beside him, offering just enough warmth for the damp ground.

He touched his injured leg, struggling to remember how they got here. Only fragments returned to him: the escape, the trap, the fight. Everything else was lost in a pounding headache. He glanced at the trees, their shapes blurred by drifting smoke. They were alone.

"Where are the others?" he asked. Jenilia stayed silent. "What happened?" he pressed, but she only stared at him, refusing to speak.

Her eyes never left him. She looked like she wanted to say something, but stopped herself. The silence grew heavy between them. In it, Ezekiel sensed that this was about boundaries and a culture that prized restraint—something he still didn't fully understand.

He looked down at his necklace, and his heart skipped a beat.

"Who gave this to you?" she asked, lifting the chain slightly.

He hesitated, then lied. "No one."

"You took it?" she asked, eyes narrowing.

He sighed, the sound full of frustration. "No. I mean... no one important. No one you'd know. It doesn't matter."

Jenilia's eyes narrowed. "This is Elven silver," she said, making it clear she wasn't asking.

He stayed silent. The tension in the air grew. Ezekiel knew he should be worrying about his injured foot, the wolves, or being alone. But all he could focus on was the necklace in her hand—the memories it stirred and the truth he was afraid it might reveal.

"You're a human with secrets," Jenilia said, her voice steady. She ignored the hand he had lifted toward her and stood over him, the fire behind her outlining her in light and shadow. Her silver eyes stayed fixed on him. The necklace in her hand glinted in the firelight—Elven silver shining in the glow. "Whose is this?" she asked, her words cutting sharply.

Ezekiel's jaw tightened. The pain that once burned in him now felt slow and heavy. He hesitated, then finally muttered, "Gone."

Her eyes narrowed. "Gone or dead?"

"Dead," he snapped, the word coming out sharp and harsh. It hung between them, hard and final.

She tilted her head, watching him carefully. "Did you love her?"

Her question stung, sharper than he expected. She spoke gently, but her soft tone was more painful than any harsh accusation.

"Enough!" he snapped, the word slipping out before he could stop himself. Anger flared in his chest, burning hotter than the pain in his leg. He couldn't tell if it was her words or the old memories she stirred, but the feeling was too much.

Jenilia stood her ground. "Did you kill her?"

"Stop!" Ezekiel yelled, his voice cutting through the quiet woods. The fire crackled, but neither of them moved. He shook all over, fighting to hold back the grief, shame, and the memory of her face vanishing in blood and smoke.

He lurched forward on instinct, but his injured leg collapsed. He would have fallen if Jenilia hadn't caught him and forced him back down with surprising strength.

"You'll tear the stitches," she said, her grip steady on his shoulder.

"To hell with the stitches," Ezekiel snapped, but his anger faded fast. He slumped back against the tree, chest rising and falling.

"I didn't mean to upset you," Jenilia said quietly.

But Ezekiel didn't buy it. Everything about her—her words and actions—was careful and controlled. She was a mythical being, trained to spot weakness, and right now, he felt like a puzzle she was trying to solve. She sat beside him again, close enough for him to feel her warmth, but not close enough for it to feel comforting.

"I've been thinking about our deal," she said, her voice calm again.

Firelight danced across her face, highlighting her sharp cheekbones and the slight crease in her brow. Shadows moved over her features, making her stillness feel uneasy. Ezekiel sensed a change immediately—it was like a chill down his spine. The fire, once a comfort, now seemed too bright and loud, a warning in the dark woods. Jenilia ignored the trees and any sound of wolves; all her attention was fixed on the necklace.

Ezekiel watched her. The way she held the necklace made it feel like more than just an object—it was a question she wasn't willing to answer. She seemed to be hiding something from him, guarding it closely. He looked away, staring into the dark woods beyond the fire. His vision blurred as the trees shifted like mirages. For a moment, everything was still. Then he heard her breath catch and saw her shoulders tense.

He could sense them in the darkness beyond the fire, even if he couldn't see them. The forest felt dense and oppressive. Five shadows shifted out there—five other mythical beings, watching and judging him.

He realised this was a test.

"You claim you have information for our Sovereign," Jenilia said, still watching him.

"Yes," Ezekiel replied, voice even.

He had to be careful. If he shared too much, they might see through him. If he shared too little, they could lose interest. He needed to prove he was valuable enough to keep alive. But if they asked him to speak Elvish, everything would fall apart—they'd force the truth from him. They had no idea he was fluent in Elvish.

"You claim you're important," she said, her voice giving nothing away as she looked again at the necklace in her hand. "But I can't trust anything you say in Mainlander. I could teach you Elvish. If your information is real, I'll make sure you're rewarded."

"Yes." The answer came out too quickly, but he didn't take it back.

Jenilia looked up. "Do you already know Elvish?"

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes, hiding his annoyance. "You know I don't."

"I can't be sure of anything," she said calmly, the silver chain sliding through her fingers and catching the light. "What was the name of the mythical being who gave this to you?"

"She was from the South," he said. "You wouldn't know her."

"If that's true," she replied, her tone even, "tell me about her."

He could have lied. He probably should have. But the ache in his chest made it hard to invent a story. The name felt heavy on his tongue, but he said it anyway.

"Lorana." This time, his voice stayed steady—almost.

"That's a common name," Jenilia said after a moment.

"Yes."

"I've known many Loranas."

Ezekiel glanced at her. "Do you know anyone who's ever killed one of their own?"

The fire crackled louder, as if in warning. Jenilia went utterly still, the air around her growing tense.

"We mythical beings don't kill our own," she said at last, her voice heavy with meaning.

"I hadn't thought you did," Ezekiel said. "Until I witnessed it firsthand."

"You are a liar, human."

"Am I?"

She didn't answer right away, but her eyes said everything. Ezekiel saw suspicion and anger—emotions that didn't bother him. But beneath those, he noticed doubt, worry, and even a hint of fear. She was carefully weighing her choices. He recognised that look: she needed him, even if she hated to admit it. If his leg weren't hurt, if he weren't exhausted, and if those five otherworldly beings weren't watching, maybe he could try to escape. But not yet.

"I'll teach you," Jenilia said at last.

Ezekiel blinked. "What?"

"We're headed to Tarrith-Mour," she explained. "I'll teach you Elvish on the journey."

"I don't—"

"You have until we reach the city to learn," she interrupted, her tone firm. "Then you'll have to share everything you know—in Elvish—to prove your information is real."

A sudden, fierce hope flared in Ezekiel's chest—like a spark catching dry wood. He searched Jenilia's face for a smile, even a hint of humour, but her expression remained unreadable, her features set like stone. If mythical beings ever joked, he'd never seen it. Jenilia took everything seriously, just like her people.

Her people were known for being serious, stern, secretive, and dangerous. Jenilia was no exception. Without a word, she stepped forward and handed him the necklace. The chain, still warm from her hand, grew cold as he closed his fingers around it. That simple gesture—returning something she could have kept—tightened his throat with emotion. He swallowed, trying not to let it show.

She stood tall in the firelight, then turned to go. Over her shoulder, her voice was cold and final: "If you fail, human, you'll meet the same fate as the bear."

She disappeared into the darkness, leaving him alone with the flickering fire, his aching leg, and the sharp knowledge that the stakes had just become all too real.
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Chapter Three
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Morning crept in, sunlight slowly washing over the treetops as the last stars vanished. A liralin bird darted among the branches, its sharp cry echoing before fading away. Ezekiel noticed none of it—not the light, the warmth, the forest, or even the six mythical beings standing guard nearby.

All he felt was darkness and weight—an overwhelming shadow closing in from every side. His fever had worsened. His leg was numb and heavy as stone, but he still sensed the pain. His mind was foggy and far away, his heartbeat a faint thump deep inside. He knew he should be angry at the pain, but he wasn't. There was no frustration, no fear—only a dizzy heat beneath his skin.

Through the haze clouding his thoughts, he heard voices—Jenilia and Raffan speaking in low, urgent tones. They didn't bother to whisper, assuming he was too far gone to notice. They argued about whether to leave him behind or try to carry him to the caves. He was too weak to ask them to stay or even feel upset if they chose to leave.

Sleep kept dragging him down, but it wasn't restful—just wave after wave of fever and confusion. He didn't really dream; only scattered images and sensations drifted through his mind. Sometimes he could almost smell salt in the air and feel the warm sand under his hands. He heard gulls crying above and the wind whipping through the sails of old fishing boats. In his mind, he was back on the shores of Irek, his home. He could see the ocean sparkle, the faint line where sky met water, and the bright colour of his mother's shawl fluttering in the breeze. The vision felt so real and comforting that he let himself believe it was true.

Then he heard a voice—soft, gentle, and heartbreakingly familiar. A woman's voice.

Was it Lorana?

Her face came into focus, and she smiled—a calm, peaceful smile that made his worries melt away. She knelt beside him and quietly urged him to rest. Without thinking, Ezekiel smiled back and reached for her hand.

"Don't you dare die, human," she whispered.

"Not a chance," he replied, his voice thin. "I won't," he repeated, softer now, clinging to the hope it was real. "I couldn't."

But then, something felt off. The scent was earthy and sweet—unmistakably Elven, not Lorana's.

It wasn't her. It couldn't be. Lorana was—

His heart pounded as the memory rushed in. The dream vanished, dragging him back to that terrible night. The sky was moonless, filled with chaos—screams, firelight flashing on blades, Lorana's voice calling his name. He ran, lungs burning, and forced the door open. Lorana was huddled in the corner, clutching a broken, useless weapon. Three mythical beings stood over her, their green-glass swords glittering like icy shards—cold, sharp, and merciless.

"Release her!" he shouted, his voice raw. One of them aimed a bolt. "No!" He lunged for his blade. "Lorana. Look at me!"

She turned to him—just once. The bolt struck her heart.

She was gone. Was she gone, or truly dead?

Ezekiel couldn't deny it. She was dead. The memory wouldn't let him go.

He had killed before—dozens of men, maybe more. Some died quickly from a sword to the gut; others died slowly, bleeding out. Most were either too slow or too confident to survive. Ezekiel knew what happened when a blade met flesh: the resistance, the panic, the warmth of blood. It never got easier to witness. But he became harder.

Mythical beings were unlike humans. They moved in silence and with grace, almost like shadows. Their green-glass swords were as light as air but sliced through bone easily. They rarely killed if they could avoid it. But Ezekiel was different. He didn't hesitate. As soon as Lorana's blood touched the floor, he killed the three attackers before they could react. He was quick, efficient, and merciless.

Afterwards, he went home to face his father. He could still hear his father's words: "You're not meant for this world." Those words echoed in his mind as Ezekiel drove the blade into him, his father's final breath swallowed by the chaos.

At first, it wasn't the rain that woke Ezekiel. The soft patter slowly grew louder, like thousands of fingertips drumming on the forest canopy. Soon, the cave echoed—hollow and intense—with the sound. There was no thunder, just steady, relentless rain, as if it were a warning.

Ezekiel shifted. The cave was dark and quiet, except for the faint crackle of a small fire. Shadows flickered on the stone walls, but the fire offered little warmth—just enough to hold off the cold. His body felt heavy, and sweat clung to his skin. He blinked, unsure where he was or how long he'd been there.

A voice in his head whispered, Nightmare. He answered softly, "Memory," his jaw tight.

Three years. He had spent three years trying to bury that night, pushing it so deep he thought it would never return. But now, the memory had resurfaced.

He shifted, pain shooting through his side as he propped himself up on one elbow. In the firelight, he saw movement—a figure. Jenilia.

She sat a few steps away, completely still, her bare shoulders visible. Her outer garment lay draped over a rock, gleaming faintly in the cave's damp air. She looked different now—no armour, no guard up. Her dark, almost black hair hung loose down her back, a stark contrast to the usual moon-white of her people. Her skin was pale but tinged with warmth, her high cheekbones glowing in the firelight. But it was her eyes that met his first. She saw him staring.

Ezekiel wanted to speak, but hesitated, unsure how to break the silence. He sat up a little more, his jaw clenched, and examined his leg. The swelling had lessened. When he tested it, a dull ache remained, but the worst of the infection had passed. Relief, slow and quiet, began to settle over him.

He flexed his fingers, then ran a hand over his face, noticing the stubble on his jaw and the ache in his ribs. His hand moved to his belt—his blade was there; someone had given it back. He looked at Jenilia again, a mix of gratitude and wariness in his chest. She stayed silent, but her silence felt different now—something had changed between them.

"I can't have you completely helpless," Jenilia said quietly, her words nearly drowned out by the rain. She looked over and caught his surprised expression. The corner of her mouth lifted in a slight, amused grin. Was that... humour?

Ezekiel frowned. "You could have left me to die," he said, keeping his voice steady even though the thought weighed on him.

"I could have," she said with a casual shrug, as if it hadn't been a difficult choice.

"But you didn't."

"No," she answered, holding his gaze. A trace of dry humour crept into her voice. "Is that what you wanted—to die?"

If she'd asked him that a few days ago, he would have just laughed. But now, with fever still raging and pain coiled in his leg, he hesitated. The dream lingered—Lorana's voice, the arrow, the truth of what had happened, and his own actions.

He found it hard to answer, but finally said, "I need to live."

Jenilia watched him for a moment, her smile fading. "You're worn out," she said—her tone calm but not harsh. "You're exhausted, and your foot got infected. That's why you had the fever."

"I'm better now," Ezekiel said, flexing his fingers as if to show his strength.

"Better, but not healthy," she answered, glancing at the leg she'd stitched. "If we were in Evov with the right supplies, you would be fully recovered by now."

"You're Eondghi?" he asked. "A healer?"

At his question, a hint of amusement crossed her face. "You're asking because of how I treated your injury," she said. "No, I'm not a healer. I'm Joiujon—a fighter."

That explained it. Every move she made was sharp and precise, more soldier than caregiver. She dressed his wounds with the same practised skill she'd use on the battlefield. Ezekiel glanced at her shield leaning against the wall—lightweight, calfskin-covered, built for speed. When he looked back at her, she appeared young, but there was a tough edge in her eyes, earned from more than just training.

"And the others?"

"Also, Joiujon," she said, matter-of-fact. "They're valuable troops."

Ezekiel rubbed at his jaw. "Where are they?"

"Ahead," she said simply. "We need to make up for lost time."

He snorted quietly. "That's not your actual plan," he said, shifting to glance toward the rain-blurred opening. "Making up for lost time."

Her brow lifted. "Really? Why would you say that?"

"You seem okay with staying behind," he said, meeting her eyes. "Is there something else that's more important to you?"

"Like keeping you alive?" Her voice was serious, all humour gone. Her jaw tightened, and her eyes—difficult to read in the firelight—made him look away.

He stared at his dirty hands, then looked out at the rain beyond the rocks. He waited for her to say something—maybe something blunt, practical, or even just a simple thank you.

But she stayed silent. That silence weighed on him more than any words. He knew he should feel grateful, but he couldn't. Instead, unease settled heavily in his chest. Others were making decisions for him, and he had no say. Tarrith-Mour was still two weeks away—less if they hurried. That wasn't enough time to learn Elvish, a language so complicated that he'd never master it quickly.

He remembered that important matters were always spoken about in Elvish, since lying in that language was impossible.

They saved your life, a voice in his mind reminded him.

Mythical beings were hard to deceive. Jenilia had probably checked through his belongings while he was unconscious—a battered pack, a rock for scraping hides, and an empty cup. There wasn't much for her to find, but it proved he wasn't a messenger, a spy, or anyone of note. He was just a hungry man in a place where mercy was rare.

Most people in his position wouldn't have received help. Encounters with mythical beings in the wild usually ended with people being ignored or left to die—if they survived to tell the tale. But Jenilia hadn't abandoned him.

Suddenly, she spoke, breaking the silence. "I planned for us to stay longer," she said, her voice low and steady. "But it's not safe anymore. We have to move."

Ezekiel snapped back to the present. "How soon do we need to leave?"

She glanced at the cave entrance, rain still falling outside. "This evening."

"Alright," he said.

She shook her head. "I would have preferred to wait until morning, but someone has found us."

He heard the concern in her voice. "And it's not just wolves, is it?"

"No," she answered, her expression serious. "Something else."

"Can you walk?" she asked.

No, he thought, but he forced himself to say, "Yes, I think so."

"There's a path nearby," she told him. "It goes straight to Kenath."

He recognised the name. Kenath was a small border town, caught between Elfland and the old Central trade routes—a place that belonged to neither the Elves nor the humans.

"What's in Kenath?"

"Ponies. Food. A place to rest."

"Is it safe?" he asked quietly.

Jenilia answered right away. "For you, it will be."

That, of course, meant it wouldn't be safe for her. The truth sat heavily between them, unspoken and impossible to ignore. Ezekiel searched for the right words. A dozen responses ran through his mind, but each felt wrong—too bold, too vague, or too obvious. Finally, he chose the simplest one.

"Who wants to hurt you?" He asked.

Jenilia didn't answer right away. She looked at him, her face calm but with a hint of softness. It wasn't quite a smile, but something in her expression relaxed, the hard edge easing for a moment.

"No one you need to worry about," she finally said.

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes. "If we're travelling together, I should know what dangers we might face."

"No," she said, calm but firm. "I'll handle any threats. You just focus on staying alive."

Her tone made it clear there was no room to argue. Ezekiel lowered his eyes to the fire, watching the flames flicker, and the shadows move across the cave wall—shapes that seemed uncomfortably familiar.

When did I become this weak? The thought hit hard. He didn't know when it had happened, but now he couldn't ignore it. Every ache reminded him he wasn't the man he used to be. He wasn't accustomed to needing help or relying on others—especially someone who could so easily decide his fate.

It didn't matter that Jenilia hadn't killed him. By law and by reason, she would have been justified.

Be grateful she wants you alive, the voice in his mind reminded him. Grateful. He should appreciate everything she'd done—stitching his wounds, lowering his fever, leading him to Kenath, and giving him a chance to arm himself again. Anything sharp would do—a blade, a hatchet, whatever he could find. But then what? The voice insisted.

An image flickered through his mind: clan members realising he was gone, searching for him with worry. He forced the thought aside—it was foolish, impossible. He despised himself for even hoping. But that self-loathing kindled something new: a need to confront his loneliness and change it. Suddenly determined, he clenched his jaw and banished his doubts. If no one were coming for him, he would have to save himself. He would become someone worth rescuing—even if he was the only one who cared.

West of the boundary, no one cared if Ezekiel lived or died. He had no family, no friends, and no hope of rescue. As a fugitive, he couldn't offer the sacrifice his mother demanded for forgiveness. That left him unclaimed, unwanted, and utterly alone. Maybe he was no better than a wounded, cornered bear—dangerous only because he had nothing left to lose.

He glanced at Jenilia again. She hadn't left him to die in the woods. For her own reasons, she'd chosen to spare him and even show him a few things. But it wasn't out of trust or mercy—just a fragile, temporary arrangement. And that made it dangerous, too.

Mythical beings never trusted humans—especially when it came to anything involving their Sovereign. If he couldn't speak Elvish, they wouldn't believe him. But if he did speak in Elvish, he'd have to tell the truth—and truth was a risk he couldn't take. The odds were stacked against him. Yet beneath all the scrutiny, danger, and threat of execution, there was something more.

He noticed a subtle change in the way she looked at him. She had saved his life—not just once, but several times. She cared for his wound, watched over him through his fever, and now sat by his side without expecting anything in return.

He was surprised by how deeply this affected him—kindness offered freely, with no strings attached. It warmed something inside him, fragile but real. He glanced at her: the slope of her shoulders, firelight on her collarbone, black hair slipping loose from her braid. His heart skipped a beat.

She met his gaze, steady and searching. For a moment, their eyes locked, but she looked away, as if something in his expression made her pause. Ezekiel frowned, uneasy. He drew a slow breath to steady himself. Focus, he told himself. Kenath was only half a day's journey north—he could make it if his foot held out.

And then what?

He glanced at her weapons, always neatly arranged and within reach. She hadn't truly let her guard down, and he doubted she ever would. He realised how lucky he was to have survived this far. If he wanted a real shot at freedom, he'd have to find a way to escape—while he still could.
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Chapter Four
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Jenilia never claimed to understand the complexities of human lives. But she could see the pain written clearly on his face—deep lines around his eyes and mouth, marks of suffering and time. His foot was swollen again, hot and red where the infection threatened to return. They had moved on before he was ready, and it showed in the way he limped, forcing himself forward with every painful step. The wet forest gave them cover, but offered no comfort. Rain dripped through the trees, soaking their clothes and turning the ground soft beneath their feet. For someone already struggling, it was unforgiving.

Jenilia walked at the front of their small group, quietly moving along the trail so her boots barely made a sound on the mossy roots. She often looked back at him but never spoke or pushed him to go faster. Her silence said everything—she was watching him closely.

He was tough, she had to admit. His jaw was tight with pain, his mouth set in a hard line, and his shoulders squared. He didn’t complain or ask for help. There was a stubborn determination in him, a will to survive even as his body struggled.

But determination alone wasn’t enough. Jenilia had seen this before—fighters and desperate souls who wanted to live but didn’t know how.

Rain gathered on her bracers and dripped from her hood as she glanced at him again. His beard was patchy and sweaty, and though his jaw was unshaven and dirty, there was a strength to it. He looked younger than she expected—maybe in his early thirties. It was hard to tell, since humans aged so unpredictably. Unlike her kind, she judged him by his rough hands and calloused knuckles. He wasn't a woodcutter or a craftsman; those hands belonged to someone who often used weapons.

He had no real protection. No cloak to keep off the rain, no armour, and only a small, useless hunting knife for a weapon. Still, she was sure he could make a weapon if he had to. Humans were good at that—especially the dangerous ones.

He was young and homeless, but he wasn’t completely mistrustful. She had seen something in him during his fever, when he drifted between dreams and waking. He had looked at her as if she were both his lifeline and a threat, unsure if he should trust her or keep his distance.

When she touched his skin, she felt the heat of his fever. That kind of sickness could drive a person mad. She watched him toss and turn in his half-awake anger and saw pain deeper than his foot injury—old memories surfacing along with his fever.

She’d called him steadfast, but inconsistent—so typically human. Maybe that was why he was so hard to read. His moods changed quickly—sharp one moment, vulnerable the next. She had learned not to wake a feverish man from his dreams, especially a human. Some believed those dreams were journeys to another world—just myths, really—but she didn’t want to risk disturbing any real magic. Mythical beings like her didn’t dream the way humans did. So she let him rest, sitting beside the fire, cooling his forehead while the rain poured outside.

She was relieved the others had moved on ahead.

She could almost hear Raffan in her mind, irritated and judging: “You’re getting too close, Jenilia. He’s human. He doesn’t deserve your sympathy.”

But what she felt wasn’t quite sympathy. He was just... different. That was the truth. Unusual for a human. It was the way he looked at her—not with fear or awe like most did when facing a mythical being, but with a steady, measured gaze. It unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.

She kept expecting him to show fear—a pause, a nervous glance, anything. She’d threatened him before and had every reason to kill him. He knew it.

So why wasn’t he afraid? Maybe he doesn’t fear me, she thought. Perhaps he’s just foolish.

Then, as if reading her mind, he looked back and caught her watching. His lips twitched in a small, uncertain smile. Not smug or kind—just present. She looked away, pretending not to see it.

Raffan wasn’t here, and that made things easier. He wasn’t watching how carefully she kept her distance from the man. He couldn’t see her smile, her hesitation, or the uneasy feeling pressing in her chest. Something was changing—not bad, not yet, but different.

The air felt heavy—not tense, but filled with a quiet sense of waiting. Raffan would have picked up on it. He always did, and he would have known just what to ask.

Jenilia’s skin tingled with unease.

Raffan had probably already guessed she wasn’t being fully honest. He wasn’t a fool. The way he’d looked at her before they left told her he suspected something. He knew she was hiding her reasons—knew she hadn’t told the real story of why she’d let the human live.

He’d also know that Ezekiel’s story—about carrying information for the Sovereign or being exiled from Evov—was a lie. No mythical being would have believed that story. Jenilia certainly didn’t. He wasn’t a messenger—just a liar. Yet she still let him live. That was the part Raffan would never forgive.

Jenilia had a reputation as the cold, sharp-eyed scout of the north—a soldier and a strategist. She could spot any sign of a lie, having been trained to find, unravel, and even use deception. She was supposed to see through a human’s half-truths. Her real mission was to gather information about the Southern Elves: to watch, listen, and report. But that was before Ezekiel.

The North and South had never truly worked together. Their uneasy peace had turned into open hostility, and both sides were preparing for war. Jenilia wasn’t afraid of fighting, but she believed in waiting for the right moment. Violence was just a tool—real strength came from gathering information.

So why had she let him live? She kept telling herself it was because he might still be helpful. That she could watch him and catch his lies before they caused any harm, but she couldn’t tell Raffan the real reason. She couldn’t tell anyone.

Because if they ever found out...If anyone even guessed why she had truly spared him—

No. She pushed the thought away. Once again, she was overthinking. She tried to calm the knot in her chest, to ease the tightness in her ribs, and quiet the voice reminding her of past mistakes. She recognised the pattern—how her mind would spiral down paths of worry and what-ifs if she let it.

Now was not the time for doubt.

Rain fell in a steady curtain of cold silver, threading between the trees and soaking the ground. Each drop landed with a soft, steady beat, hiding any dangerous sounds that might reveal pursuers. The trail ahead blurred into a winding strip of mud and moss, its edges lost beneath drooping ferns and the strong smell of wet bark.

Jenilia stared straight ahead, forcing her thoughts to stay with her. Stay alert. Watch the edges. Don’t slip, she thought.

Behind her, Ezekiel’s steps slowed, but she didn’t turn. She could sense his struggle—the uneven steps, the ragged breathing. Even with the rain, she heard him.

Still, she didn’t look back. Her hand hovered near her belt, close to her shortblade but not quite touching it—just in case. The woods were quiet, but it wasn’t a peaceful silence. It felt tense, like something could happen at any moment. The usual animals were hiding, but other things moved in this kind of weather—things that waited for someone to let their guard down.

So she kept moving, alert despite the heavy rain, and made herself go forward—one careful step after another.
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Chapter Five
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Ezekiel smelled the city before he saw it. The wind carried a heavy mix: smoke from crowded chimneys, greasy meat on open fires, and the sour stench of animals kept too close to people. It was a thick, stagnant odour—a place with no space to breathe. He wasn't used to this. Back home, he knew only the salty, fresh ocean air and the cries of gulls—or, more recently, the crisp, cold air of the mountains that burned his lungs.

But this was different: a crowded, heavy smell that clung to his skin and left a sooty taste in his mouth. There was no turning back. Behind him lay rain-soaked woods, a throbbing leg that hurt with every step, and a cold that sank deep into his bones. Maybe his fever was returning. Or perhaps he was just too tired to care.

They travelled through the night as rain dripped from the trees and the forest whispered around them. Jenilia glided ahead, silent and careful, barely making a sound. Ezekiel limped behind, each uneven, shuffling step marked by a pained breath. The rain never let up, changing from a light patter to a harsh downpour that hammered the leaves and poured in cold sheets. Ezekiel wondered if the storm was angry with him, punishing him for some unknown crime.

The rain finally stopped at dawn. As sunlight broke through the thinning clouds, it sparkled on wet leaves and puddles along the path. Jenilia stood at the edge of the trees, outlined by the morning light. During the night, Ezekiel had glimpsed her moving quickly through the woods—sometimes disappearing, then reappearing to check their surroundings. He wondered if she was trying to hide their tracks, but the storm would have erased them anyway.

He almost asked, but stopped himself. Jenilia wasn't someone who stuck around without a reason, and Ezekiel didn't want her pity. Each step made his boot squish as the soaked leather rubbed painfully against his swollen foot. He clenched his jaw, squaring his shoulders to walk as normally as possible. There was no room for pride now—though pride wasn't so easily crushed. Was he supposed to pretend the bear trap hadn't ripped through tendon and bone? Pretend he hadn't nearly died, or almost lost his foot? The real miracle wasn't that he was limping—it was that he was walking at all.

He thought about asking Jenilia to recheck his wound. She had told him she wasn't an Eondghi—a healer—but what she did in the cave was more than just first aid. His memories were scattered: burning herbs, leaves wrapped with careful hands, her fingers brushing his cheek to check for fever.

Jenilia stopped at the edge of the trees, her posture tense. Without looking at him, she said, "The city."

Ezekiel stepped up beside her, stifling a pained grunt. Her voice stayed calm, but her hand hovered near her sword—alert, not at ease.

He followed her gaze and frowned. "An inconvenience?"

"No," she answered too quickly. "There's no problem." But she wouldn't meet his eyes.

"Really?" he asked, pushing.

Jenilia nodded sharply toward the city. "See for yourself if you don't trust me."

He squinted down the slope. From this hill, he could see Kenath spread out beside a wide river. The land dipped gently into a valley, with hills to the north and clusters of red and grey rooftops crowded along both banks.

The city straddled the border—half in Elfland, half in the Central Territory. It was one of the rare places where humans and mythical beings could walk the same streets without instant violence. Jenilia should have felt safe here, at least in theory. But the way she tensed and kept her hand near her sword told a different story.

Ezekiel scanned the horizon, looking for any movement on rooftops or at the gates, but saw only towers, distant smoke, and the shine of wet cobblestones below. "I don't see anything," he said.

"Then there's nothing to see," she answered, her voice flat.

But he wasn't convinced. They slowly made their way down the slope. The ground changed beneath their boots—from soft earth to crunchy gravel, and finally to hard stone as they reached the city's paved streets.

The storm had swollen the river, sending dark water rushing beneath the bridges in frothy waves. The streets bustled with people, their voices cutting through the steady city noise. Vendors called out from canvas tents, selling hot stew and fresh bread. Children darted between carts and splashed through muddy alleys, their laughter mixing with the shouts of sellers. Kenath looked like a city built in a hurry—dense and blocky, with buildings packed close together and little thought for the landscape. Paving stones had been forced into the hills rather than following their curves. The sharp angles and awkward lines unsettled Ezekiel.

He scanned the crowd, searching for mythical beings—looking for pale hair or shining eyes—but saw nothing out of the ordinary. Only Jenilia stood out.

Still...

A horse passed by, its harness decorated with delicate Elven patterns. Nearby, a cart was marked with symbols from the old Elven language. Not all the elves had left for Irek, then. People claimed Kenath was full of mythical beings. If that was true, where were they now? And why was it so quiet?
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