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Chapter 1: Prologue

Qualtendra,

I never told you who you used to be.

Perhaps it was guilt that stayed my hand. Guilt—for inviting you to a fate I never understood. For refusing to set you free, long after the cost was written in your suffering.

Perhaps it was shame—for letting the world burn, knowing only I could end the flames. The Vulmarian wars, even now, rage on while I cower. And in ending the age of gods, I left no defense against them.

But Sentinel came to me today, and for a moment, I dared hope atonement was possible-- a hope that died when he turned his back on me, making Streacresh's disappointment clear.

I can bear the pain of your memory, because only there can I see your face clearly. But Streacresh’s disappointment is something I cannot endure.

This is my confession:

It began in a small town called Appledale, when I was just a boy.




Chapter 2: Estaria

"Est!" she called, waving. "Come see what I found!"

He glanced toward the Blush's farmhouse, where he was supposed to go, but Angel was already racing deeper into the orchard. His feet moved before he could think better of it.

"Wait up!" he called, chasing after her. The grass was soft beneath his feet, dappled sunlight dancing through the leaves above.

Angel led him to a gnarled old apple tree, its trunk split near the base to form a perfect hideaway. She ducked inside, and he followed, their knees bumping in the cramped space.

"Look," she whispered, pointing up through the leaves. A family of sparrows had nested in the branches above, the chicks' tiny beaks opening and closing as they waited for food.

"They're so small," Estaria breathed. The parent birds flitted back and forth, bringing insects to their hungry offspring.

They spent the next hour making up stories about the bird family, giving each chick a name and personality. Angel decided the smallest one was secretly a dragon in disguise, which made Estaria laugh until his sides hurt.

Inside the farmhouse, Mr. and Mrs. Blush exchanged worried glances at Klindon's subtle message, delivered so innocently through her son. But Estaria noticed none of this, too absorbed in Angel's latest game – trying to catch falling apple blossoms in their cupped hands before they touched the ground.

"Bet you can't catch more than me," Angel challenged, her curls bouncing as she darted after a falling petal.

"Can too!" Estaria sprang up, nearly bumping his head on a low branch.

They raced through the orchard, laughing and keeping count of their catches.

Estaria darted ahead, glancing up to track a fluttering blossom. But something shifted—barely a whisper, just a twist in the rhythm of the trees.

He felt it first in his chest: like the orchard had drawn a breath it wasn’t supposed to take.

The feeling threw him off just enough to misjudge his step. His shoulder clipped a low branch, and he stumbled into the nearest trunk, catching himself with both hands. Bark scraped his palm.

Angel spun around, grinning. “Clumsy!”

He laughed with her—but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. The orchard always moved with him. The roots, the wind, the pull of the ground beneath his feet.

But for just a second… it hadn’t.

It had hesitated.

Mrs. Blush's voice eventually cut through their game. "Angel! Time to come in!"

Angel sighed dramatically. "Already?"

Estaria suddenly remembered his mother's errand. He hurried toward the farmhouse, Angel trailing behind him.

Mrs. Blush stood in the doorway, her weathered hands clasped tightly in front of her apron. "Estaria, dear. Your mother sent you for pie?"

He nodded, slightly out of breath from running.

"Well, we'll certainly have one ready for you tomorrow. Best head home now – it's getting late."

"Can't Est stay for dinner?" Angel pleaded, tugging at her mother's apron.

Mrs. Blush's smile was tight. "Not today, dear. His mother will be expecting him."

Estaria waved goodbye to Angel as he started down the path home. Behind him, he heard Angel trip over the doorframe again, and go sprawling into the kitchen. He smiled and laughed as he looked back over his shoulder, to see Mrs Blush shaking her head, as she closed the door.

The setting sun painted the sky in shades of pink and orange as he walked, his shadow stretching long beside him. He'd forgotten to count how many blossoms he'd caught – Angel would probably claim she won. Maybe tomorrow they could have a rematch after he picked up the pie.

He reached his front door just as the first stars began to appear. His mother looked up from her mending as he entered.

"Did you have a nice visit?" she asked, her dark eyes studying him carefully.

"Angel showed me some baby birds," he said, dropping into his chair at the table. "And Mrs. Blush is making pie for tomorrow."

"Is she now?" His mother's needle flashed in the lamplight. "How thoughtful of her."

The floorboards creaked under Estaria's feet as he made his way down the hallway toward his room. Through the open study door, lamplight spilled out in a warm rectangle, and he caught sight of his father hunched over the desk. Papers were scattered across the wooden surface, and Burl's forehead was creased in concentration as he scratched numbers into a ledger.

Estaria hovered in the doorway, watching his father's quill move across the page. The room smelled of ink and leather-bound books, with just a hint of pipe smoke that always seemed to linger in his father's study.

"Can I help?" Estaria asked, stepping into the room.

Burl looked up, his weathered face breaking into a smile. "Come here, son." He pushed his chair back and patted his knee. "Maybe you can make sense of these numbers better than I can."

Estaria climbed onto his father's lap, the familiar scratch of his wool vest against his arms. The ledger looked impossibly complex up close – rows and columns of numbers marching across the page in his father's careful handwriting.

"See here?" Burl pointed with the feathered end of his quill. "These are all the apples we've traded this season. Each family's contribution, what they received in return."

Estaria squinted at the tiny numbers. "That's a lot of apples."

"Indeed it is." Burl chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. "The Blushes alone traded nearly fifty bushels last week."

"Is that why Mother wanted pie?" Estaria asked, trying to follow the lines of figures with his finger.

His father's laugh was shorter this time. "Your mother has her own way of keeping track of things." He dipped his quill in the inkwell. "Now, if we add these numbers here..."

Estaria watched as his father began explaining about credits and debits, but the words started to blur together like the ink on the page. His mind wandered back to the baby birds in the apple tree, wondering if their mother had brought them dinner yet.

"Getting a bit dry for you, isn't it?" Burl asked, noticing his son's glazed expression.

Estaria nodded sheepishly.

"Truth be told, it's a bit dry for me too." His father ruffled his hair. "Go on and wash up for dinner. I'll finish this last column and join you soon."

Sliding off his father's knee, Estaria could smell something savory wafting from the kitchen. His stomach growled, reminding him how long ago his apple orchard adventures with Angel had been.

"Don't forget behind your ears," Burl called after him. "Your mother will check."

Estaria hurried to the washbasin in his room, the ledger's mysterious numbers already forgotten as he splashed water on his face and hands. In the kitchen, he could hear the clatter of plates as his mother set the table, and his father's quill scratching away at the last few sums of the day.

The savory aroma of beef stew filled the kitchen as Estaria settled into his usual spot at the table. Steam curled up from the wooden bowls his mother ladled full, carrying hints of rosemary and thyme. His stomach growled loudly, earning a raised eyebrow from his mother.

"Someone's hungry," Klindon said, placing a bowl in front of him.

"Starving!" Estaria grabbed his spoon, barely waiting for his father to sit down before digging in. The rich broth warmed him from the inside out, chunks of tender beef and vegetables melting in his mouth.

"You can thank the Blushes for the carrots," she replied, settling into her chair. "They traded some lovely ones this morning."

"Angel's really good at picking the best ones," Estaria said between bites. "She says you have to look for the ones with the greenest tops, because that means they're the freshest. And she showed me this trick where you can tell if they're sweet by how bright orange they are."

Klindon shifted in her chair, catching Burl's attention with a subtle tilt of her head. Burl's smile faded slightly as he gave an almost imperceptible nod.

"And you should have seen her catch that huge fish last week!" Estaria continued, oblivious to the exchange. "She has this special spot down by the bend in the river, where the water gets really deep. The fish was almost as long as my arm!" He gestured enthusiastically with his spoon, nearly sending broth flying.

"Careful there," Burl warned, but his tone was gentle.

"Sorry." Estaria returned to his bowl, scraping it clean.

Klindon filled his bowl again without comment, though Estaria hardly seemed to notice, lost in a steady stream of Angel stories that carried them through the entire meal. Each bite seemed to remind him of another adventure or special skill his friend possessed.

"And she's so funny! Today she was pretending one of the baby birds was actually a dragon in disguise, hiding from knights who wanted to steal its treasure. She does all these different voices when she tells stories." He attempted to mimic one of Angel's dragon voices, making his father cough to hide a chuckle.

"She said tomorrow she's going to show me where the rabbits have their burrow," Estaria said, using his last piece of bread to soak up the remaining broth. "She says if we're really quiet, we might see the babies coming out to play. Angel's the only one who knows where they are – she's good at finding special things like that."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it," Klindon said, beginning to clear the bowls. "Now, why don't you help me with these dishes?"

"Can I tell you about the time Angel found a turtle while we work?" Estaria asked, already rolling up his sleeves at the washing basin.

"Of course, dear," Klindon replied, handing him a dish towel. "Tell me all about it."

When Estaria turned to make sure his father could hear the story, he noticed that Burl remained at the table, and a contemplative expression had replaced the bored, tired expression when he was writing in the ledger.

After drying the last bowl, Estaria's jaw stretched wide in an enormous yawn. The kitchen's warmth and his full stomach made his eyelids feel heavy.

"Time for bed, I think," Klindon said, hanging the dish towel to dry. "But don't forget your reading. Ten pages tonight."

"Yes, Mother." Estaria trudged up the narrow stairs to his bedroom, each step feeling heavier than the last. The floorboards creaked under his feet as he crossed to the small shelf where his current book waited.

He lit the lamp on his bedside table, its gentle glow casting warm shadows across the walls. The book's leather cover was smooth beneath his fingers as he settled onto his bed, propping himself up against the headboard. He'd been reading about ancient trading routes - not the most exciting topic, but his mother insisted it was important to understand how commerce worked.

The words swam before his eyes as he tried to focus on the page. Something about silk merchants and mountain passes. He blinked hard, forcing himself to concentrate.

"...caravans would often spend weeks traversing the treacherous paths..." Estaria's head nodded forward, then snapped back up. He'd read this sentence three times now.

He shifted position, lying on his stomach with the book propped on his pillow. That helped for about half a page, until he found himself thinking about the baby birds again instead of trade routes. The smallest one had been so tiny, its beak barely bigger than his fingernail.

His eyes grew heavier with each paragraph. The lamp's flame seemed to dance and blur as he struggled through another page. Six pages in, the words began to mix together like soup ingredients in a pot.

Just a short rest, he thought, laying his cheek against the open page. The paper felt cool against his skin. He'd finish the last four pages in a minute...

Suddenly, he was back in the apple orchard. The split-trunk tree loomed before him, but now it reached up into clouds. Looking up at the nest, he saw movement - but instead of tiny beaks, a scaled head emerged. The smallest chick had indeed been a dragon, just as Angel had said.

"Quick!" the dragon chirped, spreading wings that shimmered like morning dew. "What's the sum of column three, row twelve?"

A giant ledger appeared in the air, floating between the apple tree's branches. Numbers filled every space, just like in his father's study, but these seemed to glow and pulse with their own light.

"I... I don't know," Estaria stammered. "There are too many numbers!"

The numbers swirled and danced across the page like fireflies. Estaria squinted, trying to make sense of them. "Wait, that's not right. You can't add apples and carrots together!"

"Of course you can!" The dragon somersaulted across the page. "Watch!" It breathed a tiny flame, and suddenly all the numbers turned into different kinds of fruit and vegetables, tumbling through the air in a colorful cascade.

Before Estaria could respond, a cinnamon cider washed away the fruit, and the dream dissolved into deeper sleep. The book remained open beneath his cheek, his quiet breathing stirring the pages as the lamp burned low beside him.

In the doorway, Klindon paused, shaking her head at the familiar sight. She stepped inside, gently marking his page—six—before pulling the blanket up to his chin. As her hands neared his face, Estaria smiled in his sleep.

She caught the faint scent of cinnamon on her skin and smiled back. Leaning in, she placed a kiss on his forehead, the warmth lingering between them.

Klindon settled into her chair, the needle flashing in and out of cloth.

“He talks about Angel a lot,” she said. “Seems the girl’s got a gift for finding things. Bird nests. Rabbit burrows. Little secrets.”

Burl didn’t look up from his bowl. “Kids notice more than we give them credit for.”

“Mmm.” Klindon tied a knot and bit the thread. “You remember when we used to walk the orchard with Estaria? Before he could talk properly, he’d point at every apple worth picking. Didn’t know what he was doing—but he had a feel for things.”

“Still does.”

“And now he’s spending all that time with Angel.” She smoothed the hem. “Seems like a good influence.”

Burl’s spoon slowed. “On who?”

Klindon gave a faint smile. “Well, that depends.”

The spoon tapped against the bowl. Outside, crickets chirped.

“He’s a child, Klindon.”

“Exactly.” Klindon reached for her thread again. “Children don’t think about what’s important. That’s what makes them so... unguarded.”

Burl rose from his chair, slow and heavy, and carried his bowl to the basin. The water splashed as he rinsed it.

“Just let them be kids, Klindon,” he said without turning around.

“They are,” she replied, folding her mending in her lap. “I would never dream of changing that.”

He lingered a moment longer, as if weighing whether this was a battle worth fighting, then left without a word. The stairs creaked beneath his weight as he climbed to bed.

Klindon sat in the quiet kitchen, the needle resting idle between her fingers. She didn’t smile. But her eyes were calm, focused.

Her husband might grumble. But he wouldn’t interfere.




Chapter 3: Festival

The coins clinked as they dropped into Estaria's palm, warm from his father's pocket. His fingers curled around them instinctively, feeling their familiar weight.

"Now, that's all you get," Burl said, his weathered face stern. "So make sure you—"

"Come on!" Angel's hand wrapped around Estaria's wrist, tugging him away. The scent of her soap—lavender and something sweet—wafted past as she pulled him into motion.

"Alright, father!" Estaria called over his shoulder, already half-running to keep up with Angel's excited pace. The festival spread before them in a riot of color and sound, wooden stalls decorated with bright ribbons and autumn leaves stretching down both sides of Appledale's main street.

"Did you see the candy maker's stall?" Angel asked, her auburn curls bouncing as she wove between festival-goers. "He's got those honey drops you like."

The street bustled with villagers in their festival best. Children darted between adult legs, their own coins clutched tight. Music drifted from somewhere ahead—probably Old Man Weber with his fiddle. Estaria's stomach growled at the mingled aromas of roasted nuts, fresh bread, and spiced cider.

"Let's look at everything first," Estaria suggested, falling into step beside Angel. His coins jingled in his pocket as they walked. "See what all's here before we spend anything."

They made their first circuit slowly, taking in each stall. The toymaker had carved wooden animals this year—Estaria particularly liked a small dragon with articulated wings. The weaver displayed bright scarves that Angel ran her fingers over longingly. A traveling merchant had set up a display of glass beads that caught the autumn sunlight, throwing rainbow patterns across the packed dirt street.

"Oh!" Angel grabbed his sleeve, pointing. "Look at those meat pies!"

Steam rose from the baker's display, carrying the rich scent of gravy and spices. Estaria's mouth watered. "Two coppers each," he noted, mentally calculating. "We could split one."

"And still have enough for treats after," Angel agreed, reading his mind as she often did. Her hazel eyes sparkled. "But let's see everything else first."

They continued their exploration, shoulders bumping occasionally as they walked. The crowd pressed close around the fortune teller's tent, where Madame Rose was doing her yearly readings. Past that, children clustered around a puppet show, their laughter rising above the general din.

"Remember last year?" Angel asked as they passed the game stalls. "When you tried to knock down those bottles and hit the stallkeeper instead?"

"That was not my fault," Estaria protested, feeling his cheeks warm. "The ball slipped."

"Right into his forehead!" Angel's laugh rang out, clear and bright. She squeezed his arm. "Come on, let's go back to the pie stall. I'm starving."

The baker split a fresh pie between them, the crust flaking perfectly as he cut it. They found a quiet spot near the edge of the festival, settling on a low stone wall to eat. The pie was still hot enough to burn Estaria's tongue, but he couldn't wait, savoring the rich taste of meat and vegetables.

"This is better than last year's," Angel declared, licking gravy from her fingers. A smudge of it dotted her chin.

"You've got something—" Estaria gestured, and she wiped it away with her sleeve.

"Now," she said, hopping down from the wall, "what should we get for dessert? We've each got eight coppers left."

Estaria joined her, brushing crumbs from his shirt. "Honey drops?"

"And maybe share one of those caramel apples?" She was already moving, threading through the crowd with practiced ease.

"Perfect," Estaria agreed, following in her wake. The festival swirled around them—bright and loud and wonderful. These were always his favorite days, when the whole village came together to celebrate the harvest, and he got to spend the afternoon with his best friend, making careful decisions about sweets and sharing their spoils.

The candy maker's stall had a shorter line now, most people having already made their purchases. Angel stepped up to the counter, coins ready. "Two bags of honey drops, please. The small ones."

Estaria added his coins to hers, watching as the merchant measured out their treats. The golden candies caught the light like tiny suns as they dropped into paper bags. Angel handed him his share, and they both immediately popped a piece into their mouths.

"Worth every copper," Angel sighed happily as the honey-sweet flavor spread across her tongue. "Now, where was that caramel apple stand?"

The sweet taste of honey drops still lingered on Estaria's tongue as they rounded the corner past Baker Morton's shop. A flash of movement caught his attention - Thomas and Sarah Carpenter waved frantically from across the street, their festival clothes already wrinkled from running around.

"Estaria! Angel!" Sarah called out, her blonde braids swinging as she bounced on her toes. "We're getting a group together for tag! Want to join?"

Angel's eyes lit up, and she turned to Estaria with a grin. "What do you think? We could save the caramel apple for after?"

Estaria nodded, carefully folding the top of his honey drops bag and tucking it into his pocket. The autumn air carried the sweet scent of fallen leaves, perfect weather for running games. "Let's do it."

They crossed the street to join their friends. Marcus Fletcher and the Miller twins were there too, making seven players total. The usual argument about who would be "it" first broke out until Thomas suggested they draw straws.

"Shortest straw's it," he declared, breaking dry grass stems into different lengths. Estaria drew his straw and held it up. Groans from several kids filled the evening air.

"Estaria always knows where everyone is hiding," Thomas complained as Sarah helped him up.

"That's why I always want him on my team," Angel said with a grin.

Estaria smiled but kept quiet about how differently he sensed Angel compared to the others—where they felt like distant echoes at the edges of his awareness, she resonated more deeply, a presence he could follow anywhere in the field. He'd never told anyone about this odd sense, not even Angel herself.

"Count to twenty!" Marcus called as they scattered, his feet already pounding against the packed earth. They ran toward the open field behind the smithy, where tall grass swayed in patches between worn paths.

"One! Two! Three! . . . Eighteen! Nineteen! Twenty! Ready or not, here I come!"

Estaria turned, opening his eyes to the empty field. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the trampled grass, and a cool breeze carried the distant sounds of the festival. He sensed them all - five distinct presences scattered across the field, but Angel's pull was strongest, drawing him toward Old Weber's wood pile like a compass finding north.

He started left instead, following the fainter trace of Marcus. The boy had wedged himself between two barrels behind the smithy, his breathing quick and excited. Estaria rounded the corner.

"Found you!"

Marcus jumped, nearly knocking over a barrel. "Already? But how—"

Estaria was already moving, tracking Sarah's presence near the apple trees. Her giggles gave her away even before he spotted her green festival dress through the branches.

"Come down, Sarah!"

She scrambled down, leaves stuck in her braids. "That was so fast!"

The Miller twins had split up - smart, but not enough. He found June crouched behind a hay bale, then Mary trying to hide in plain sight by standing still against the fence. Their matching looks of surprise made him smile.

Finally, he turned toward Angel's familiar presence. She'd moved since the game started, trying to throw him off, but he followed the sense of her. He found her pressed against the back of the cooper's shop, her face flushed from running.

"How do you always do that?" she asked, brushing dirt from her skirt. "Five minutes, and you found everyone!"

The others gathered around, their complaints overlapping.

"It's not fair!"

"He must be peeking when he counts!"

"No one's that good at seeking!"

Angel crossed her arms. "Maybe he's just better at it than you."

Estaria shrugged, uncomfortable with their attention. The truth - that each person echoed to him in their own way - would sound too strange to explain. Besides, he wasn't sure himself why he could do it.

"Someone else can be seeker this time," he offered, and the group quickly moved on to arguing about who would count next. The game swirled around for an hour, covering three orchards and a wheat field.

Finally, Sarah flopped down in the grass, declaring herself too tired to run another step. The others gradually joined her, forming a loose circle in the cooling evening air.

"That was fun," one of the Miller twins said, picking burrs off his socks. "Better than last year when we played by the creek and Mary fell in."

They all laughed at the memory. Estaria sat back on his elbows, feeling pleasantly worn out. His pocket crinkled, reminding him of the saved candy.

"Oh!" Angel sat up suddenly. "We never got our caramel apple!"

"The festival's still going," Thomas pointed out. "Probably for another hour at least."

Estaria stood, offering Angel his hand. She took it, letting him pull her to her feet. Grass fell from their clothes in a small shower.

"Anyone else want to come?" she asked the group, but they were already engaged in a debate about whether to start a game of hide and seek.

Together, they headed back toward the festival lights, which glowed warmer in the deepening dusk. The sounds of music and laughter drifted across the cooling air. Angel hummed along with a snippet of fiddle music, her steps light despite their afternoon of running.

"That was fun," she said, brushing the last bits of grass from her skirt. "Though I think I've got seeds in my shoes."

"Me too," Estaria agreed, feeling them shift against his feet with each step. "But worth it."

They reached the edge of the festival, where lanterns now cast pools of golden light across the stalls. The caramel apple vendor was still open, the sweet smell of cooking sugar drawing them in.

Estaria watched as the vendor dipped two ripe apples into the bubbling caramel, the sweet smell making his mouth water. Beside him, Angel bounced on her toes, her remaining coins clutched tightly in her hand.

"These are the last of my festival money," she said, passing over the copper pieces. "But I've been thinking about those ribbons all day."

The caramel apples cooled quickly in the autumn air. Estaria bit into his, the crisp apple and sweet coating creating the perfect combination. They walked toward the weaver's stall, where the ribbons Angel had admired earlier still hung in colorful rows.

"Which ones do you like best?" he asked between bites, watching as she studied the display.

"The blue ones," she said, reaching out to touch a pair of sky-colored ribbons. "They remind me of summer mornings."

The weaver helped her make the purchase, and Angel immediately began working the ribbons into her auburn curls. Her fingers moved deftly, creating two neat bows that caught the lantern light.

"How do they look?" she asked, turning her head side to side.

"Perfect," Estaria said, meaning it. The blue really did suit her.

They made their way through the festival one last time, savoring their apples and the evening's atmosphere. The crowd had thinned somewhat, but music still filled the air, and the lanterns cast everything in a warm glow.

As they passed the game stalls, Angel's steps slowed. Estaria followed her gaze to a display of prizes at one of the ring toss stations. Among the usual wooden toys and candy bags sat a cloth doll with yarn hair and a dress made from scraps of blue calico.

Angel's expression shifted - just slightly - but Estaria caught the way her eyes lingered on the doll before she looked away. He felt the weight of his last copper in his pocket. The ring toss cost one copper for three tries, and he'd seen others playing earlier. Most had walked away empty-handed.

"Do you want to try for it?" he asked, pulling out his coin.

"Oh, no," Angel said quickly, though her eyes darted back to the doll. "It's probably too hard anyway. And I've already spent all my money on the ribbons."

Estaria stepped up to the stall. "Three rings, please."

The stallkeeper handed him three wooden rings, worn smooth from use. The target pegs seemed to mock him from their precise positions - not too far, but just far enough to make a perfect throw necessary.

He weighed the first ring in his hand, trying to judge the best way to throw it. Angel stood close beside him, still working on the last of her caramel apple. The first toss went wide, clattering against the back board.

"That was close," Angel said encouragingly, though they both knew it hadn't been.

Estaria took more time with the second ring, focusing on the nearest peg. This throw was better, but the ring bounced off the top of the peg and fell to the ground. His heart sank as he gripped the last ring. One more chance.

He thought about the way Angel had looked at the doll, that tiny flash of longing in her eyes. The same look she'd had last spring when she'd found a nest of blue jay eggs, or when she showed him the first apple blossoms in her family's orchard.

Taking a deep breath, Estaria let the final ring fly. It spun through the air, wobbling slightly - and landed perfectly around the center peg with a satisfying clank.

"You did it!" Angel clapped, her half-eaten apple forgotten in her hand.

"Which prize would you like?" the stallkeeper asked, though Estaria suspected he already knew.

"The doll, please," Estaria said, pointing. When the stallkeeper handed it to him, he immediately passed it to Angel.

"Oh, but - it's your prize," she protested, though her fingers were already reaching for the doll's soft dress.

"I won it for you," he said simply.

Angel hugged the doll close, a bright smile spreading across her face. "Thank you," she said softly. "I'll call her Summer, because of the blue dress. Like my ribbons."

Estaria watched Angel cradle the doll, and a strange flutter stirred in his stomach. He pressed a hand against his middle, frowning slightly. The sensation wasn't exactly unpleasant, but it was unfamiliar – like tiny wings brushing against his insides.

"Are you alright?" Angel asked, noticing his gesture. The doll nestled in the crook of her arm, its blue calico dress catching the lantern light.

"Fine," he said quickly, dropping his hand. "Just... maybe too many sweets?" He thought about the honey drops and caramel apple, but neither had upset his stomach before.

The flutter intensified when Angel stepped closer, adjusting Summer's yarn hair with careful fingers. Her own ribbons caught the golden light of the festival lanterns, making the blue seem deeper against her auburn curls. Something about the way she smiled down at the doll made the strange feeling worse – or better? He couldn't quite tell.

"We should probably head back," Angel said, looking up at the darkening sky. "Mother will want help with the evening chores."

Estaria watched Angel disappear into the crowd, Summer the doll tucked safely in her arms. The festival lights cast long shadows now as dusk settled over Appledale. He patted his pocket, feeling the remaining honey drops, and set off to find his parents.

Their voices carried over the general din of the festival, leading him toward the edge where most of the business discussions took place. He spotted them standing with the Folners near Morton's empty pie stall. His father's broad shoulders were set in that particular way they got when he was trying to be reasonable.

"It's a fair offer, James," Burl said, his tone measured and calm. "You keep your home, your dignity, and a steady income. The farm stays working, which benefits everyone."

Mr. Folner's weather-beaten face had gone red above his graying beard. His wife Martha stood beside him, her thin hands clasped tightly together. Estaria slowed his approach, not wanting to interrupt.

"Fair?" Mr. Folner's voice cracked. "You call buying up my family's legacy fair? Three generations of Folners have worked that land!"

"And you'll still be working it," Burl replied. "The only difference is you won't have to worry about seed costs, or replacing that broken plow, or whether you can afford to hire help for the harvest."

Estaria understood his father's logic. The Folner farm had been struggling for years. Last winter, he'd seen their children wearing clothes that were more patch than original fabric. Their youngest daughter had started coming to school with no lunch at all until the teacher began sharing her own.

"We're managing just fine," Mr. Folner insisted, though his darned jacket and hollow cheeks told a different story.

Klindon stepped forward, her voice smooth as honey. "No one's suggesting otherwise, James. But think of your children. Working for us means guaranteed meals, proper clothes, maybe even apprenticeships when they're older."

Estaria recognized his mother's persuasive tone—the same one she used when convincing him to take on extra chores or study longer with the village teacher.

Mr. Folner's face darkened further. "So now you're saying I can't provide for my own kids?" He took a step toward Klindon, but his wife's hand on his arm held him back.

"That's not what anyone's saying," Burl cut in. "We're offering partnership, not charity."

"Partnership?" Mr. Folner spat the word like it was poison. "You mean becoming your servants on our own land!" He turned sharply, nearly knocking over an empty barrel in his haste to leave. "Come on, Martha."

Mrs. Folner lingered, her tired eyes meeting Klindon's. "I apologize for my husband's... outburst." She smoothed her worn skirt with trembling hands. "He's proud, you understand. The farm means everything to him."

"Of course," Klindon said softly. "The offer stands, should you wish to discuss it further."

Mrs. Folner nodded once, then hurried after her husband, her steps quick and light despite her obvious exhaustion.

Estaria moved closer to his parents as the Folners disappeared into the evening crowd. "That seemed to go poorly," he observed.

"Pride," Burl sighed, running a hand through his hair. "Sometimes it blinds people to sense."

"They'll come around," Klindon said, adjusting her shawl against the cooling air. "When winter bites deeper and their stores run low." She turned her attention to Estaria. "Did you enjoy the festival, dear?"

"Yes," he said, thinking of Angel's smile when he'd won her the doll. "It was a good day."




Chapter 4: In the Well

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the dirt road as Estaria made his way home from the bakery. The warm scent of fresh bread still clung to his clothes, a pleasant trace of the errand. A cool breeze rustled through the wheat fields, stirring golden stalks in rolling waves.

He took another step—and something shifted inside him. Not physically. Deeper, like someone had reached into his chest and twisted something essential. Estaria froze, a hand pressed to his sternum. It wasn’t painful, exactly, but it felt wrong—like a joint bent the wrong way or a tooth slightly out of place.

The sensation tugged at him, pulling toward the old Carpenter well, long abandoned and half-collapsed. Everyone in Appledale avoided it. Parents warned their children about the deep shaft and crumbling stones.

“No,” Estaria muttered, shaking his head. He turned for home. But with each step away, the pressure sharpened—insistent, piercing, like a splinter driving inward.

He stopped again, sweat beading on his brow despite the breeze. Gritting his teeth, he turned back toward the well. Instantly, the sensation eased—like a knot loosening in his chest.

The well lay past Tanner’s fallow field, beyond a stand of maple trees just starting to turn with autumn. Against his better judgment, Estaria walked toward it, each step bringing more relief.

Dried grass crunched underfoot. The paper-wrapped loaf sagged in his arms, suddenly too heavy. The worn stone well came into view—moss-streaked, cracked from years of frost and neglect.

The strange pull narrowed, guiding him not just toward the well, but to a precise spot beside it. His feet stopped on their own, at the broken edge where stones had tumbled away to expose the dark earth below. The tugging stopped completely, replaced by a strange, anchored certainty.

He peered over the rim, careful to keep his weight back. The usual darkness was broken by a flicker of light below. He blinked, unsure if it was real or some trick of the failing daylight.

Estaria studied the well's interior. The stone walls were rough-hewn, with plenty of gaps and protrusions. The shaft was narrow enough that he could probably brace himself against both sides. His hands could find purchase in the cracks while his feet pushed against the opposite wall. It would be like climbing down between two buildings, something he and the other children had done plenty of times in the narrow alleys behind the granary.

He took off his jacket and laid it beside the bread. The stone felt cool and damp under his palms as he tested his weight against the wall. Finding solid holds, he swung his legs into the well, pressing his boots against the opposite side. The position was awkward but stable.

The descent was slow. Each movement had to be deliberate - one hand down to find the next hold, then a careful slide of his boots against the opposite wall. Moss and moisture made some sections treacherous, forcing him to test each grip before committing his weight. The flickering light below grew steadily brighter, casting his shadow up the shaft as he descended.

Sweat trickled down his back despite the well's coolness. His arms began to burn from the effort of holding his weight. But what truly unsettled him was the silence from below. Angel hadn't said another word since he'd started climbing down.

About ten feet from the bottom, the well's shaft suddenly opened into a larger space. The walls fell away on either side, leaving him hanging above what appeared to be a natural cavern. The firelight revealed rough stone walls stretching out into darkness.

"You can drop from there," Angel called up. "It's not far."

Estaria took a deep breath, then let go. He landed with a grunt on packed earth, his knees flexing to absorb the impact. As he straightened, his eyes adjusted to the dim light.

A small fire burned in a crude stone circle, casting flickering shadows across the cavern walls. Angel sat beside it, her face partially hidden in shadow. Her usual pink dress was smudged with dirt, and her auburn curls had come loose from their ribbon. The flames reflected in her eyes, making them seem darker than usual.

"Angel?" Estaria asked, taking a step toward her. "What's going on?"

The flickering firelight revealed tear tracks cutting through the dirt on Angel's face. She sat hunched, arms wrapped around her knees, staring into the flames as if they held answers to questions Estaria couldn't hear.

His boots scuffed against the packed earth as he approached, careful not to startle her. The cavern air hung heavy with the scent of damp stone and woodsmoke. He lowered himself beside her, close enough to offer comfort but not so near as to crowd her.

"What is this place?" he asked softly, his voice barely carrying over the crack and pop of burning wood.

Angel drew a shaky breath. "My thinking spot." She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand, smearing more dirt across it. "I come here when I need to be alone."

Estaria glanced around the cavern. The firelight didn't reach the edges, leaving the walls in deep shadow. The space felt both intimate and vast, like a pocket carved out of the earth itself. "How did you find it?"

She shrugged, still not meeting his eyes. Her fingers picked at a loose thread on her dress.

"Angel, talk to me. Please?" He leaned forward, trying to catch her gaze. "What happened?"

Angel picked up a twig and tossed it into the fire. The motion was sharp at first, then slack—like she'd meant to throw it hard but lost the will halfway through. She stared into the flames. "Nothing happened."

"You're hurt."

"The rope broke." She gestured vaguely upward. "I wasn't very high up, but I landed wrong. My ankle..." She trailed off, touching her right foot gingerly.

Estaria's eyes dropped to her ankle. Even in the dim light, he could see the swelling. "We should get you home, have someone look at that."

"There's a way out," Angel said, pointing toward the far side of the cavern. "A passage. But it branches off into tunnels, and I've never..." She shook her head. "I've tried exploring them before, but they're like a maze. I always came back here."

The fire popped, sending sparks spiraling upward. They watched them fade into the darkness above. Estaria wanted to ask more questions - why she came here, what she was running from, why she hadn't told him about this place before. But Angel's posture remained closed off, her eyes fixed on the flames, and he knew pushing would only make her retreat further.

Instead, he reached out and squeezed her hand gently. Her fingers were cold despite the fire's warmth. She squeezed back, a silent acknowledgment of everything unsaid between them.

They sat in silence for a while, watching the flames dance. Water dripped somewhere in the darkness, a steady rhythm that marked time's passage. The fire burned lower, casting longer shadows across their faces.

"How did you know?" Angel asked suddenly, her voice barely above a whisper. "How did you know I was down here?"

Estaria remembered the strange pulling sensation that had led him to the well. He opened his mouth to explain, then closed it again. How could he describe something he didn't understand himself?

"I just... knew something was wrong," he said finally. The explanation felt inadequate, but it was all he could offer.

Angel nodded, accepting this without question. She shifted again, grimacing as her ankle moved. The firelight caught the dried tears on her cheeks, making them glisten like crystal tracks through the dirt.

"I should get you home," Estaria said, studying her ankle with growing concern. The swelling seemed worse than before.

"No!" Angel’s voice snapped—louder than before. Or maybe it just echoed more down here. She stood halfway, winced, then dropped back down, shoulders tight. She wouldn’t look at him. "I’m fine." Her jaw clenched. "Just—don’t."

They sat in the flickering light, sharing silence as the last rays of sun faded above—like the day was closing a door.

Estaria rose to his feet, the packed earth shifting beneath his boots. The far wall was uneven, sloped — almost a trick of shadow. But as he approached, the echo in his chest changed. The wall felt normal enough—but there was a gap in what he was feeling.

He ran his hand along the stone. Cold. Slick in places. Then—space. A low seam where the rock receded, just enough for air to pass through. A faint draft brushed his cheek, too thin to be weather, too sure to be imagined.

A tunnel.

He turned back toward Angel, who hadn’t moved from the fire. “There’s a way out,” he said softly. “I can feel it.”

He extended his hand toward Angel, offering silent support. She hesitated for just a moment before sliding her fingers into his, allowing him to carefully pull her upright. She swayed slightly, favoring her injured ankle.

Without thinking, Estaria wrapped his arm around her waist, providing a stable anchor. Angel leaned into him, her breath catching as she tested her weight. The scent of apples and earth clung to her hair, familiar and comforting despite their predicament.

They made their way toward the tunnel entrance, their combined shadow stretching before them in the dying firelight. The passage loomed ahead, a throat of absolute darkness waiting to swallow them. Angel's grip on his shoulder tightened as they crossed the threshold.

The darkness was immediate and complete. The rough stone walls pressed close on either side, forcing them to move sideways, still linked together. Their footsteps echoed strangely, creating phantom sounds that seemed to come from all directions.

Something shifted inside Estaria, that same peculiar sensation from earlier, but stronger now. In the pitch black, with only Angel's warmth and the stone beneath his fingers for reference, the feeling became crystal clear - an awareness that filled his chest and spread through his limbs.

A crack split the silence. Estaria froze. Loose stone clattered ahead—and the hum in his chest flared. Instinct moved faster than thought. He yanked Angel back.

A moment later, the tunnel collapsed in front of them with a deafening roar.

Angel's fingers dug into his arm as dust and debris washed over them. The sound of falling rock gradually subsided, replaced by their rapid breathing and the settling of disturbed earth.

"Are you alright?" Estaria's voice came out hoarse.

"Yes." Angel's reply was barely more than a whisper. "How did you know?"

Estaria had no answer. That strange internal resonance still pulsed through him, stronger than ever in the absolute darkness. It felt almost like a second heartbeat.

They inched forward until they reached the fresh collapse. Estaria ran his hands over the fallen rocks, feeling for any sign of passage. The stones were cool and rough beneath his fingers, some still settling with quiet clicks and scrapes.

"There's a gap," he said, feeling a draft of air. "It's tight, but I think we can make it through."

He helped Angel lower herself to the ground, wincing at her sharp intake of breath when her ankle bumped against stone.

“I’ll go first,” he said, glancing back. “Follow right behind me.”

He slid forward, one elbow at a time. Gravel dug into his chest, scraping through his shirt. He pressed his cheek to the ground, turning his head sideways just to fit. The ceiling dropped so low he could feel the stone brushing his back with every breath.

The dark wasn’t just around him now—it was inside him. It soaked into his skin, pooled in his lungs. He blinked, and saw no difference.

Behind him, Angel shifted. A loose stone clattered. She inhaled sharply, and he froze. Waited. Listened.

Nothing.

He crawled forward again, dragging himself inch by inch. The world shrank to pressure points: elbows grinding, knees catching, ribs dragging. His fingers found stone, crack, push. Again.

And again.

The silence was total. Not empty—but full. Full of breath and heartbeat and the soft grind of movement. Full of what wasn’t being said.

Angel’s shallow breathing filled the tunnel behind him, fast and clipped. She was afraid. They both were.

Time blurred. He didn’t know if he’d been crawling for minutes or hours. The pain in his arms was constant now. His shoulders burned. His knees screamed every time he shifted forward.

Still, the world pressed in.

He wondered—briefly—if this was it. If they’d misjudged. If they’d just get stuck here, caught between too many sharp edges and too little space, and no one would ever find them. If—

Then: cool air.

It touched his face like a whisper, and the humming in his chest pulsed softly in reply. Not a warning. Not a push. Just presence.

He reached forward again, and his hand found space above.

He tumbled into a wider space, rolling onto his back, gasping. His shirt was torn at the shoulders, skin scraped raw from the tight passage. His lungs pulled at the air like they hadn't breathed in hours.

He turned back immediately. “Angel,” he called softly, “reach for me.”

A moment’s hesitation—then her fingers brushed his. He caught hold and pulled gently as she wriggled free from the gap. Her face was streaked with dirt, her breath ragged, but she was through.

They lay there on the stone, side by side in the dark, not speaking.

The hum in Estaria’s chest faded to a low thrum—not urgent, not gone. Just resting.

Angel shifted beside him, her shoulder brushing his. “We made it,” she whispered.

Estaria didn’t answer. He just squeezed her hand and listened to the silence again.

This time, it didn’t feel empty.

Moments later, Estaria helped Angel through the narrow opening, pushing aside thick curtains of vines. The sweet scent of night-blooming flowers mingled with the earthy dampness of the cave they'd left behind. His legs trembled from the climb, muscles protesting each step as they emerged onto soft grass.

Moonlight silvered the landscape before them. A small lake stretched out, its surface mirror-smooth and reflecting the star-speckled sky above. Ancient willow trees lined the shore, their trailing branches creating shadowy grottos at the water's edge. The scene was hauntingly beautiful – and completely unfamiliar.

"Where are we?" Angel asked, leaning heavily against him. Her face was pale in the moonlight, drawn with exhaustion and pain.

"I don't know." Estaria scanned the shoreline, trying to get his bearings. Nothing looked familiar. The resonance that had guided them through the cave had faded to a faint hum in his chest, casually inviting him westward.

A structure caught his eye – a small shack nestled among the willows at the water's edge. Though weathered and listing slightly to one side, its basic frame appeared intact. Most importantly, it offered shelter.

"There." He adjusted his grip on Angel's waist. "Think you can make it that far?"

She nodded, gritting her teeth as they picked their way carefully across the uneven ground. Tall grass brushed against their legs, heavy with dew that quickly soaked through their clothes. The night air held an autumn chill that hadn't been present in the cave.

The shack's door hung askew on rusted hinges. Estaria eased Angel down to sit on a relatively sturdy-looking crate while he investigated. Moonlight filtered through gaps in the walls, providing enough illumination to see by. The roof appeared sound despite its age, with only a few small holes that wouldn't be an issue unless it rained. The wooden floor creaked but held his weight.

A stone fireplace occupied one wall, its chimney still straight and true. Dried leaves had blown in through the door, but otherwise the small space was remarkably clean. No signs of animals having made it their den.

"It's not much," he called to Angel, "but it should keep us warm for the night."

"Anything's better than that cave." She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.

Estaria helped her inside, settling her near the fireplace. He found some old furniture pieces that broke apart easily enough for firewood, and there was plenty of tinder from the dried leaves. The flint he'd used for the torch was still in his pocket, and soon a small fire crackled in the hearth, pushing back the darkness and chill.

In the flickering light, he could better examine Angel's ankle. The swelling had increased during their journey, and dark bruising had begun to appear. She winced as he gently probed the injury.

"I don't think it's broken," he said, "but you definitely won't be walking far on it tonight."

Angel leaned back against the wall, exhaustion evident in every line of her body. "Where do you think we are? I've never heard of a lake like this near Appledale."

"Me neither." Estaria sat beside her, his own weariness settling in now that the immediate crisis had passed. The fire's warmth seeped into his bones, making his eyelids heavy. "That cave system must stretch farther than anyone realized."

Through the gaps in the walls, he could see the willows swaying gently in the night breeze, their leaves whispering secrets to each other. The lake's surface rippled, breaking the perfect reflection of stars. Despite the strangeness of their location and the events that had led them here, the scene held a peaceful quality that eased some of his worry.

"We'll figure it out in the morning," he said, pulling off his damp outer shirt and draping it near the fire to dry. "For now, we should try to rest."

Angel nodded, already half-asleep. The firelight softened her features, painting them in warm golds that reminded him of autumn sunsets. She looked both vulnerable and strong, and something in his chest tightened at the sight.

The fire popped and settled, sending sparks up the chimney to join the stars above. Estaria fed it another piece of broken furniture, ensuring it would last through the night. The small space grew comfortably warm, and the familiar sound of crackling wood helped mask the unfamiliar noises of their strange surroundings.

The next morning Estaria woke before Angel, the fire long since burned to cold ashes. He carefully extracted his arm from beneath her sleeping form, and she mumbled something unintelligible, burrowing deeper into the makeshift bedding. He gathered fresh wood and leaves, coaxing life back into the embers. The familiar task helped ground him, pushing away the lingering unease from their predicament. By the time the flames were properly crackling again, warming the small space, he looked over to find Angel watching him work with a drowsy smile.

"Good morning. How's the ankle?"

Angel gingerly touched it and winced. "Still tender." She rotated her foot experimentally in a circle, testing its range of motion. "But seemingly functional."

Estaria reached out a hand to help her to her feet, his grip gentle but firm. "Well let's see if it will support your weight."

She placed weight on it and winced, her fingers tightening around his. "I won't be running the Appledale race anytime soon."

"Ok sit back down. Let's get some food in you, and make a brace and a crutch."

With a sly smile that made his heart skip, Angel asked, "You're not going to carry me home in your arms?"

Estaria chuckled, though the idea wasn't entirely unappealing. "We don't even know where we are. I'm going to step outside and see what I can see." He threw some of the legs from the lone chair in her direction, not daring get too close to her, as he imagined carrying her back to Appledale in his arms. "See if you can brace that foot while I grab some berries or something."

He missed her affronted look as he stepped outside into the fresh morning air. He inhaled deeply, tasting pristine air, as a smile crossed his face. Looking around, the lake sat in a small valley, its surface mirror-smooth in the early light, seemingly fed from an aquifer rather than a stream.

Estaria climbed the tallest hill, his boots crushing dewdrops from the grass, and scanned the horizon. There, maybe a mile away - Appledale. He spent a few more minutes picking out a route that Angel would be able to maneuver with her ankle, noting the gentler slopes and avoiding the rougher terrain, before hopping his way back down to the shack.

Ducking back into the shack, he saw that Angel had torn part of her dress to make the bindings for the brace, the fabric wrapped carefully around her ankle. His cheeks flushed as his eyes inadvertently trailed up her legs to her upper thighs, and he quickly looked away. She didn't seem to notice his discomfort.

Estaria cleared his throat, showing a long sturdy branch he had discovered outside, its bark worn smooth as if by time and weather. "I think this should work as a crutch. We're only a mile away from Appledale. There's a path I think you should be able to use, even with that foot."

Angel raised her hand, so he could help her up, but when he grasped her hand, she pulled him down, hard. He collapsed across her, and, acutely aware of her bare thighs beneath the torn dress, quickly pushed himself up, his face burning.

"Wha—" and then she was kissing him.

Estaria's world narrowed to the soft press of Angel's lips against his. Her mouth was warm and tasted faintly of honey-drops. His heart thundered in his chest, and for a moment, he forgot how to breathe. The morning sunlight filtering through the shack's walls painted golden patterns across her face as she drew back slightly, her hazel eyes searching his.

Time seemed to slow. He noticed everything at once: the soft smell of apple blossoms that survived even their underground escapades, the way her auburn curls caught the light, the small freckle just below her left eye that he'd never noticed before. Her hands were still wrapped in the front of his shirt, holding him close.

"I've wanted to do that for a while now," Angel whispered, her breath warm against his cheek.

Estaria's hand trembled slightly as he reached up, his calloused fingers finding the soft curve of Angel's cheek. Her skin was warm beneath his touch, and he could feel her pulse racing to match his own. Time stretched like honey as he leaned in, his lips meeting hers with gentle certainty.

The morning light painted everything in soft gold, filtering through the weathered walls of the shack. The scent of damp earth and apple blossoms surrounded them, mingling with the lingering woodsmoke from their fire. Angel's fingers tightened in his shirt, pulling him closer.

This kiss was different from the first—slower, deeper, filled with all the words they hadn't said over the years. His thumb traced small circles on her cheek as their lips moved together. The rough fabric of his shirt rustled between them, and somewhere outside, a morning dove called to its mate.

Angel sighed softly against his mouth, and Estaria felt the sound echo through his entire being. Her free hand found its way to the nape of his neck, fingers threading through his hair. The touch sent shivers down his spine, and he deepened the kiss instinctively, wanting to memorize every detail of this moment.

The worn floorboards creaked beneath them, and the morning breeze whispered through the gaps in the walls. But Estaria noticed these things only distantly, his world narrowed to the points where they connected: his hand on her cheek, her fingers in his hair, their lips moving in perfect synchronization.

Her auburn curls tickled his wrist where he cradled her face, and he could taste the lingering sweetness of yesterday's honey-drops on her lips. The morning chill had no power here in their shared warmth, in this perfect moment that felt both eternal and fleeting.

When they finally parted, Estaria kept his hand on her cheek, unwilling to break contact completely. Angel's eyes fluttered open, those familiar hazel depths now holding a new warmth that made his heart skip. A soft blush colored her cheeks beneath his fingers, and her lips curved into a smile that outshone the morning sun streaming through the cracks in the walls.

He traced the curve of her cheekbone with his thumb, memorizing the feeling of her skin against his, the way the light caught in her eyes, the soft sound of their mingled breathing in the quiet morning air. Her fingers were still tangled in his hair, and neither seemed inclined to move.

The moment stretched between them, fragile and precious as spun glass. Outside, birds continued their morning songs, and the breeze rustled through the willows by the lake. But here, in their weathered sanctuary, time seemed to hold its breath.

Angel's smile widened, and she leaned her face into his palm, her eyes never leaving his. Her hand slipped from his hair to rest against his chest, where his heart beat a steady rhythm against her fingers. The morning light caught the gold threads in her hair, creating a halo effect that made her appear almost ethereal.

They sat there, wrapped in comfortable silence, as the sun climbed higher in the sky beyond their shelter. The light shifted and changed, painting new patterns across the worn floorboards, but neither moved to break the spell of the moment.

A bird called outside, startling them apart. Estaria cleared his throat, suddenly aware of their position on the floor. "We should probably head back before everyone starts worrying."

"Probably," Angel agreed, though she made no move to release him. Her eyes danced with mischief. "But I'm quite comfortable right here."

Heat crept up his neck. "Your father might not share that opinion."

"True." She sighed dramatically, finally letting her arms drop. "Help me up?"

This time when he offered his hand, there were no surprises. Angel tested her weight on the makeshift crutch, grimacing slightly. "It'll do," she decided.

Estaria gathered their few belongings while she adjusted to the crutch's height. The morning had warmed considerably, promising a pleasant walk back to town. He offered his arm for additional support, and Angel took it with a smile that made his stomach flip.

They set out across the dewy grass, moving slowly but steadily. The lake sparkled behind them, its surface now rippled by a gentle breeze. Angel paused occasionally to rest, but her determination never wavered.

"So," she said during one such break, settled on a fallen log. "Are we going to talk about what happened in there?"

Estaria's heart skipped. "Which part? The cave exploration or the..." He gestured vaguely, his cheeks warming.

"The kissing part," Angel said directly, her hazel eyes meeting his with a confidence that had been absent in the cave. This was the Angel he knew - straightforward, unafraid. The sight of her returning to herself made his heart lighter.

"No!" The word burst out louder than he intended. He lowered his voice.

His heart raced as he met Angel's direct gaze. "No, I don't want to pretend it didn't happen." Estaria ran a hand through his dark hair, struggling to find the right words. "I've... I've wanted to kiss you for a long time."

Angel's smile brightened the entire clearing. "Good. Because I plan on doing it again." She reached for her crutch. "But first, we should probably get back before my father sends out a search party."

Estaria helped her up, steadying her as she found her balance. The morning sun warmed their shoulders as they picked their way carefully along the path he'd scouted earlier. Angel's determination showed in every step, though he noticed her wincing more frequently as they progressed.




Chapter 5: Secret Place

Estaria's boots crunched along the familiar path to the cabin, his mind already reaching toward the afternoon ahead. The late summer heat pressed against his skin, carrying the sweet scent of ripening apples from the nearby orchard. He rounded the final bend, a greeting ready on his lips, but the sight before him made the words die in his throat.

Angel knelt in the patchy grass, her arms wrapped tightly around Clara and Beth. Her auburn curls mingled with their lighter hair as she held them close, her shoulders trembling slightly. The girls, usually bubbling with energy and mischief, stood unnaturally still in their sister's embrace. The quiet felt wrong, like a discord in a familiar melody.

Estaria hung back, not wanting to intrude on the intimate moment. A knot formed in his stomach as he watched Angel's fingers clench in the fabric of Clara's dress. Something was clearly wrong, but he couldn't make out their whispered words from this distance.

The warm breeze stirred the grass around them as Angel finally pulled away. She reached up to wipe at her eyes with quick, sharp movements, as if angry at the tears themselves. When she turned and caught sight of him, her expression transformed with practiced ease. A smile bloomed across her face, but Estaria noticed how it didn't quite reach her eyes.

"Estaria!" Her voice carried a forced cheerfulness that made his chest ache. "I didn't hear you coming."

Clara and Beth remained unusually quiet, their small faces pinched with worry as they pressed close to their sister's sides. Angel's hand rested protectively on Beth's shoulder, her fingers occasionally tightening as if to reassure herself the girl was still there.

"Is everything alright?" Estaria asked, taking a careful step forward. The wrongness of the scene made his skin prickle.

Angel's smile never wavered, though something flickered in her eyes. "Of course! Just having a moment with my sisters." She smoothed Beth's hair with gentle fingers. "You know how emotional girls can be."

The lie hung between them, as visible as morning mist. Estaria studied her face, noting the slight redness around her eyes, the tension in her shoulders. "Angel..."

"It's nothing," she cut him off, her tone light but firm. "Just a bad day, that's all." She squeezed her sisters closer. "Right, girls?"

Clara nodded mechanically while Beth buried her face in Angel's skirts. The younger girl's fingers twisted in the worn fabric, white-knuckled and desperate.

Estaria's chest tightened at their obvious distress, but Angel's expression made it clear she wouldn't welcome further questions. She busied herself straightening Clara's collar, her movements quick and precise, avoiding his gaze.

"Why don't you two go check on those bird nests we found yesterday?" Angel suggested, giving her sisters a gentle push toward the treeline. "But stay where I can see you."

The girls moved off slowly, their usual skipping replaced by careful steps. They kept glancing back at Angel, as if afraid she might disappear if they looked away too long.

Angel watched them go, her forced smile slipping slightly at the edges. She rubbed her arms against the warm air as if chilled, still not meeting Estaria's concerned gaze. "Really, it's nothing to worry about. I just needed some fresh air, and the girls wanted to come along."

The lie tasted bitter in the afternoon air. Estaria wanted to reach for her, to break through whatever wall she'd thrown up between them. But her stance remained defensive, her shoulders rigid beneath her faded dress.

"You know you can talk to me," he said softly, letting his worry show in his voice. "About anything."

For a moment, something raw and vulnerable flashed across Angel's face. Her fingers twisted in her skirt, mirroring Beth's earlier gesture. But then she squared her shoulders, and that too-bright smile returned.

"I know," she said, her voice steady despite the slight tremor in her hands. "But there's nothing to talk about. Just a bad day, like I said." She gestured toward where Clara and Beth were examining a low-hanging branch. "We should probably keep an eye on them before they decide to climb something they shouldn't."

The subject was firmly closed, locked behind Angel's determined cheerfulness. Estaria swallowed his questions, respecting her clear desire to let it be. But he couldn't shake the feeling that something was deeply wrong, something that had driven Angel and her sisters to seek refuge in their special place on what should have been an ordinary afternoon.

Estaria watched the girls wander along the lakeshore, their earlier distress still evident in their subdued movements. The afternoon sun sparkled across the water's surface, creating dancing patterns that usually would have captivated their attention. Today, they barely seemed to notice.

Clara stopped suddenly, her hand shooting out to grab Beth's arm. "Look!" She pointed toward the crystal-clear shallows where several silver fish darted between the rocks.

Beth's face transformed instantly. The worry that had aged her young features melted away as she dropped to her knees at the water's edge. "They're so pretty!" She leaned forward, her golden hair falling around her face as she tried to get a closer look.

"Be careful not to fall in," Angel called out, but there was relief in her voice as she watched Beth's natural enthusiasm return.

Clara hitched up her skirts and waded ankle-deep into the cool water, sending ripples across the surface. The fish scattered, drawing a delighted squeal from Beth. "Did you see how fast they moved?"

Within moments, the heavy atmosphere that had surrounded them dissipated like morning mist. Beth jumped up and ran along the shore, following the fish as they darted through the shallows. Clara chased after her, their laughter echoing across the lake.

"Don't go too far!" Angel called out. She stood with her arms crossed tightly across her chest, teeth worrying her bottom lip as she watched her sisters play. The tension hadn't left her completely – it showed in the rigid set of her shoulders and the way her fingers dug into her arms.

Water splashed as Beth tried to catch one of the fish, soaking the hem of her dress. Instead of scolding her, Angel's lips curved into a small smile. Clara joined in, kicking up sprays of water that glittered in the sunlight. Their giggles merged with the gentle lapping of the lake against the shore.

Gradually, Angel's posture softened. Her arms loosened their defensive crossing, and her breathing became deeper, more even. She took a step backward, unconsciously seeking Estaria's presence.

He moved forward, gathering her against his chest. Angel melted into him, her back pressed to his front as his arms encircled her waist. The simple contact seemed to drain the last of her resistance. She leaned her head back against his shoulder, allowing him to rest his chin atop her head.

A deep sigh escaped her, carrying with it some of the burden she'd been carrying. The sound of splashing and laughter continued to fill the air as her sisters played, but Angel remained still in Estaria's embrace. Her fingers found his where they rested against her stomach, intertwining them together.

The afternoon sun warmed them as they stood there, watching Beth and Clara chase each other through the shallows. Their wet skirts clung to their legs, their hair had come loose from its careful braiding, but their faces shone with genuine joy. Whatever shadow had fallen over them earlier seemed, for now at least, forgotten in the simple pleasure of play.

Angel's thumb traced absent patterns on the back of Estaria's hand. Her breathing had fallen into rhythm with his, slow and steady. The rigid set of her shoulders completely dissolved, leaving her soft and pliant in his arms. She hadn't spoken of what had upset them all so deeply, but some of the heaviness had lifted from her spirit.

A particularly loud splash drew their attention as Clara lost her footing and sat down hard in the shallows. Instead of crying, she burst into peals of laughter, making Beth double over with giggles. Angel's quiet chuckle vibrated against Estaria's chest, the sound warming him more than the summer sun.

Estaria watched from his spot beneath the willow as Beth scrambled onto a slick boulder jutting from the shallows. Her dress, already soaked to the knees, clung to her legs as she wobbled precariously.

"Beth!" Angel's voice cracked with alarm. "Those rocks are slippery! Get down from there before you hurt yourself!"

Beth giggled but obeyed, sliding carefully back into the water. No sooner had her feet touched bottom than Clara darted past, shoving her sister playfully.

"Clara!" Angel's hands flew to her hips. "Don't push your sister!"

Clara stuck out her tongue but backed away, splashing through the crystal-clear water. Angel sighed, shaking her head, but Estaria caught the hint of a smile tugging at her lips.

A flash of silver caught Beth's eye. "Angel, look! A big one!" She plunged her hands into the water, trying to grab the fish darting between her feet.

Without hesitation, Angel hiked up her skirts and waded in beside her sister. "Here, like this." She demonstrated the proper technique, hands moving slowly through the water. "You have to be patient. Let them come to you."

Beth's face scrunched in concentration as she mimicked her sister's movements. Clara drifted closer, watching intently.

From his shaded vantage point, Estaria felt something shift inside his chest. He'd spent so many years focused on what was expected of him – learning the bakery trade, upholding the Valens name, proving himself worthy of his family's ambitions. But watching Angel with her sisters sparked something different, something that had nothing to do with status or expectations.

Angel's laugh rang out as Beth almost caught a fish, the sound pure and unguarded. She gathered smooth stones from the lakebed, showing Clara how to skip them across the surface. The younger girl's face lit up when she managed to make one bounce three times.

The scene before him filled Estaria with a warmth he'd never experienced before. This wasn't about proving anything or living up to anyone's expectations. This was simply... joy. Family. Love.

He pushed himself up from the ground, drawn toward their laughter like a moth to flame. Beth spotted him first, her face breaking into a brilliant smile.

"Estaria! Help me catch one!"

Instead of joining her in the water, he scooped her up and settled her on his shoulders. She shrieked with delight, fingers tangling in his hair to keep balance.

"I can see everything from up here!" Beth's voice bubbled with excitement.

Clara darted past, splashing water at them. "Can't catch me!"

Estaria gave chase, careful to keep his movements steady with Beth perched above. Angel watched them, her eyes soft with an emotion that made his heart skip.

They played until the sun hung low over the trees, their laughter echoing across the water. This place had always been special to him and Angel, their secret refuge. But now, with Clara and Beth's giggles mixing with the whisper of willow leaves and the gentle lap of water on shore, it felt complete in a way it hadn't before.

Beth's arms draped around his neck, her chin resting on top of his head. "Can we come back tomorrow?"

"We'll see," Angel answered, wringing water from the hem of her dress. Her tone was motherly, but her smile held no regret for their afternoon of play.

Clara skipped stones across the lake's surface, each one traveling further than the last. Angel moved to stand beside her, adjusting her sister's grip slightly. "Try turning your wrist more as you release."

The stone skipped five times before sinking beneath the surface. Clara beamed up at her sister, pride radiating from her face.

Estaria felt Beth's weight growing heavier on his shoulders as exhaustion began to set in. He lowered her carefully to the ground, steadying her as she swayed slightly on her feet.

The setting sun painted the lake in shades of gold and pink, transforming their playground into something magical. Angel gathered her sisters close, attempting to smooth their tangled hair and brush dirt from their dresses – a futile effort given their afternoon of play.

This, Estaria realized, watching Angel fuss over her sisters. He caught Angel's eye over the girls' heads, and her smile told him she understood. This place, this moment, belonged to all of them now.

Estaria breathed in the hearty aroma of roasted potatoes and herbs as he sat cross-legged near the fireplace. The old cabin's wooden floor creaked beneath him as he shifted, careful not to spill his bowl. Across from him, Angel ladled portions for her sisters, the firelight catching the auburn highlights in her hair.

The flames cast dancing shadows on the cabin walls, their gentle crackling mixing with the quiet sounds of spoons against wooden bowls. Beth blew carefully on each spoonful before eating, while Clara attacked her meal with characteristic enthusiasm.

The simple vegetable stew warmed Estaria from the inside out. Angel had worked magic with the few ingredients they'd brought, transforming them into something that tasted of comfort and home. The fire's heat wrapped around them like a blanket, creating a cozy bubble that shut out the growing darkness beyond the cabin's walls.

Clara leaned back against the rough cabin wall, stretching her legs out in front of her. "You know," she said, stirring the last bits of broth in her bowl, "I used to think you were just another Valens."

Angel, still gently stroking Beth’s hair where the little girl was half-asleep against her shoulder, immediately perked up. “Clara,” she warned, her voice carrying a mix of amusement and threat.

Estaria raised an eyebrow. "Just another Valens?"

Clara grinned, unbothered by the sharpness in his tone. "You know what I mean. All stiff and proper, like a tailor sewed you too tight. Like you had somewhere more important to be."

Angel groaned dramatically, hiding her face against Beth’s curls. "Clara, stop talking."

Estaria smirked, tilting his head. "And what do you think now?"

Clara studied him for a long moment, then shrugged. "You're still stiff sometimes. But you make Angel happy." She glanced at her sister, then at Beth, then back at him. "And you make us feel safe."

Angel froze for a fraction of a second, her fingers stilling in Beth’s hair. Then, slowly, she looked up at Estaria, her expression unreadable.

Clara wasn’t done. She set her bowl down and crossed her arms. "Angel always looks after us. Always. She never lets anyone in, not really. But you—" Clara gestured vaguely at him, her sharp gaze softening just a little. "You’re different. She lets you in."

Silence stretched between them, filled only by the crackling of the fire and Beth’s slow, steady breathing.

Angel’s cheeks had gone pink, but her lips twitched like she was fighting a smile. "Clara, you’re being awfully bold tonight."

Clara grinned impishly. "Well, I had to make sure you knew someone was watching."

Estaria huffed a quiet laugh, shaking his head. "Duly noted."

Clara’s teasing expression softened slightly. "I do like you for my sister, Estaria," she said, this time with no hint of mischief. "Even though you're a Valens, you’re good to us."

Angel let out a squeak and covered her face with her hands. “Claraaaa.”

Estaria, meanwhile, felt something shift deep in his chest. Not the warm amusement of being accepted, not even the relief of hearing the words—but the weight of what it meant. Clara wasn’t just being cheeky. She was recognizing that he was part of this family.

He glanced at Angel, who was still hiding behind her hands, her shoulders shaking slightly with laughter, not embarrassment. She peeked at him between her fingers, her eyes bright and full of something unspoken.

He already knew what she meant.

She felt it too.








Chapter 6: Sex

Estaria knelt by the fireplace, carefully arranging kindling beneath the larger logs. The familiar motions brought a smile to his face as he remembered that first night in this cabin, when he and Angel had stumbled upon it after their unexpected underground journey. In the months since, they'd slowly transformed the weathered structure into their own private sanctuary.

The flint sparked, catching the dried leaves he'd gathered. He nurtured the tiny flame, feeding it carefully until it grew strong enough to lick at the larger pieces of wood. The warmth pushed back against the early autumn chill that had crept into the cabin overnight.

His thoughts drifted to their latest "adventure" beyond the mountains. The southern farmers had been so different from the people of Appledale – their accents, their clothes, even the way they prepared their food. Angel had been fascinated by everything, her natural curiosity drawing out stories and customs from the usually reserved farming folk. Her eyes had sparkled with excitement as they'd walked home, already planning their next expedition.

The fire crackled steadily now, casting dancing shadows across the walls. They'd added simple furnishings over time: a sturdy table, two chairs, some shelves that held their fishing gear and the collection of interesting stones Angel insisted on bringing back from their walks. A worn but comfortable mattress lay in the corner, piled with blankets for the times when their explorations ran late and they told their families they were staying with friends in town.

Estaria was so lost in thought that he didn't hear the soft footsteps approaching behind him. Suddenly, warm hands covered his eyes, and a familiar voice whispered, "Guess who?"

Before he could respond, Angel's weight hit his back, throwing him off balance. They tumbled forward, Estaria twisting to avoid the fireplace. They landed in a tangle of limbs on the wooden floor, Angel's laughter filling the small space.

"You're supposed to guess!" she protested through her giggles, her auburn curls falling around them like a curtain.

"Let me think," Estaria pretended to ponder, even as his arms wrapped around her waist. "Could it be that merchant's daughter we met in the southern village? She seemed quite interested in Appledale's finest baker."

Angel swatted his chest, her hazel eyes narrowing playfully. "Don't even joke about that. I saw how she was looking at you."

"Oh? And how was she looking at me?" He grinned up at her, enjoying the way her cheeks flushed.

"Like you were a fresh-baked honey cake." Angel leaned down, her nose brushing against his. "But you're my honey cake."

Estaria laughed, the sound rumbling in his chest. "That might be the worst attempt at romance I've ever heard."

"Shut up," Angel murmured, and then she was kissing him, soft and sweet and tasting of the wild berries that grew along their path to the cabin.

The fire popped beside them, its warmth nothing compared to the heat that spread through Estaria's chest as Angel's fingers tangled in his hair. He pulled her closer, one hand sliding up to cup her cheek while the other remained firmly around her waist.

When they finally broke apart, Angel rested her forehead against his, her eyes closed and a contented smile playing across her lips. "I missed you," she whispered.

"It's only been two days," Estaria pointed out, though he'd missed her just as much.

"Two days too long." She rolled off him but stayed close, propping herself up on one elbow. The firelight caught the gold threads in her hair, reminding him of that first morning when everything had changed. "Besides, I have news about the southern pass. I overheard some travelers talking about a hidden valley beyond the third peak. We should explore it next week."

Estaria pushed himself up to mirror her position, reaching out to tuck a stray curl behind her ear. "Always looking for the next adventure, aren't you?"

"Someone has to drag you out of that bakery occasionally." Her smile softened. "Although I suppose I should be grateful for your baking skills. Those honey cakes you packed for our last trip definitely helped win over the farming folk."

"Is that all I'm good for? Baking supplies for your adventures?"

Angel pretended to consider this, tapping her chin thoughtfully. "Well, you're also quite comfortable to lean against during our fishing trips. And you're not terrible to look at."

"High praise indeed." Estaria caught her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. "What would your father say if he knew his daughter had such low standards?"

"He'd probably be more concerned about where I've been sneaking off to." Angel's eyes danced with mischief. "Good thing he thinks I'm helping old Mrs. Thimbleton with her garden today."

The fire crackled beside them, its warmth mixing with the afternoon sunlight that filtered through the gaps in the walls. Outside, the lake sparkled invitingly, and the fishing poles leaned against the wall, waiting for use. But for now, they were content to stay where they were, tangled together on the floor of their secret sanctuary, planning adventures and stealing kisses between laughs.

The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the lake as Estaria and Angel settled into their favorite fishing spot beneath the drooping willows. The water lapped gently at their bare feet, cool and refreshing after their walk from town. Angel had brought her father's old fishing pole, while Estaria used one they'd crafted themselves from sturdy reeds and twine.

"Do you remember the first time we tried fishing here?" Angel asked, casting her line with practiced ease. The hook landed with a soft plop, sending ripples across the mirror-smooth surface.

Estaria chuckled, remembering his clumsy first attempts. "You mean when I managed to tangle my line so badly we had to cut it free? And then somehow caught my shirt instead of a fish?"

"But you improved." Angel nudged his shoulder with hers. "Eventually."

The late afternoon light filtered through the willow branches, creating dappled patterns on the water. Fish occasionally broke the surface, sending concentric rings spreading outward. The peaceful scene reminded Estaria of their early days exploring this hidden valley, when everything between them had been new and uncertain.

As the sun began to set, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks, Angel set aside her fishing pole and waded into the shallows. She emerged with a handful of long reeds, their hollow stems still green and flexible.

"Remember that trader who showed us how to make music with these?" She began sorting through them, selecting ones of varying lengths.

Estaria placed their modest catch – three plump trout – in a basket and joined her. "The one from the eastern mountains? With all the stories about spirit dancers?"

Angel nodded, trimming the reeds with careful precision. She handed him several pieces, and together they began crafting simple pipes, just as the trader had taught them. The work was delicate, requiring attention to detail as they cut notches and tested each note.

As twilight deepened around them, Estaria got the fire going while Angel arranged their makeshift instruments. The flames cast flickering light across her face as she brought one of the reed pipes to her lips. A clear, sweet note rang out across the water.

Estaria joined in with his own pipe, and soon they were creating simple melodies together. The music wasn't complex, but it carried a haunting quality that seemed to belong to the night itself. Their notes mingled with the evening sounds – crickets chirping, the gentle lapping of water, the rustle of willow leaves in the breeze.

Angel set down her pipe and stood, holding out her hand. "Dance with me?"

The firelight caught in her eyes as Estaria took her hand, pulling her close. They began to move together, swaying to remembered melodies. Angel hummed softly, an old tune from the harvest festivals back home.

As they danced, the shadows cast by the fire seemed to take on lives of their own. They stretched and swayed across the ground, creating the illusion of other dancers moving around them. Estaria found himself instinctively adjusting their steps to avoid these phantom partners.

"Can you see them?" Angel whispered, her eyes bright with imagination. "The spirit dancers the trader told us about?"

Estaria could. In the dancing firelight, it was easy to believe they weren't alone. Shadows flickered and twirled around them like ethereal dancers, their movements guided by the crackling flames. The willow branches swayed gently overhead, adding to the dreamlike quality of the moment.

They moved faster, caught up in the magic of their own making. Angel's laughter rang out as Estaria spun her, her skirts flaring out to create new shadows that joined their spectral audience. The fire popped and sparked, sending embers floating upward to join the stars emerging in the darkening sky.

Time seemed to lose meaning as they danced. The moon rose, adding its silver light to the golden glow of their fire. Their shadow-companions multiplied, filling the small clearing with silent movement. Angel's humming grew stronger, and Estaria joined in, their voices harmonizing with the night sounds around them.

When they finally stopped, breathless and laughing, the moon had climbed high overhead. Angel collapsed beside the fire, her cheeks flushed and her hair wild from dancing. Estaria sat beside her, pulling her close as they watched the flames.

"Do you think the spirit dancers are real?" she asked, her voice soft with wonder. "Like the trader said?"

Estaria looked at the shadows still dancing across the ground, at the way the firelight painted everything in shades of gold and darkness. "Tonight," he said, "I could believe anything."

Angel nestled closer, her head resting on his shoulder. The fire crackled softly, and somewhere in the darkness, a night bird called. Their shadow-dancers gradually faded as the flames burned lower, but the magic of the evening lingered in the air around them.

The dying firelight painted Angel's skin in warm amber tones as Estaria drew back from their kiss. Her eyes held something he hadn't seen before – a flicker of uncertainty, almost fear, but not quite. His heart quickened as he recognized it for what it was: vulnerability, raw and honest, mixed with something deeper.

Angel's fingers traced patterns on his chest, her touch light but deliberate. The contact sent shivers through him, even through the fabric of his shirt. Her other hand still rested at the nape of his neck, playing with the short hairs there in a way that made it hard to think clearly.

"Estaria?" Her voice was barely above a whisper, carried on the night breeze that rustled through the willows. The moonlight caught in her auburn curls, creating a halo effect that made her appear almost ethereal.

"Yes?" He kept his own voice soft, matching her tone. The moment felt delicate, like a soap bubble that might burst if handled too roughly.

Angel's eyes met his, then darted away, focusing on where her fingers still traced patterns on his chest. A blush crept across her cheeks, visible even in the fading firelight. "I was thinking..."

She trailed off, and Estaria waited, watching the play of emotions across her face. He knew Angel well enough to recognize when she was gathering her courage to say something important. His hand found hers where it rested on his chest, stilling its nervous movement.

"About?" he prompted gently, when the silence had stretched long enough that even the crickets seemed to be holding their breath.

Angel's gaze returned to his, and this time she held it. The uncertainty he'd seen earlier was still there, but now he understood its source. It wasn't fear of him, but fear of his response to whatever she was struggling to say.

"About staying," she said finally. "Here. Tonight." Her fingers tightened slightly in his. "With you."

The fire's warmth wrapped around Angel like a blanket as she lay beside Estaria, their breath still quick from dancing. Her head rested on his chest, feeling the steady thrum of his heartbeat beneath her cheek. The worn blankets cushioned them from the cabin's wooden floor, and the flames cast dancing shadows across the rough-hewn walls.

Angel tilted her head up, studying the way the firelight played across Estaria's features. His green eyes met hers, dark with an intensity that made her breath catch. She pushed herself up on one elbow, letting her other hand trace the line of his jaw.

"What are you thinking about?" Estaria asked, his voice low and gentle.

Instead of answering, Angel leaned down and kissed him. It started soft, familiar – they'd shared countless kisses in this cabin. But something shifted, an electric current running through her body as Estaria's hand slid into her hair, pulling her closer.

The kiss deepened, and Angel found herself pressing against him, wanting to be closer. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, and she felt his sharp intake of breath as her hand brushed against bare skin.

Angel traced her fingers down Estaria’s chest, her touch featherlight. She felt the way his muscles tensed beneath her fingertips, how his breath hitched when she drifted lower. She wasn’t just touching him—she was learning him.

She leaned in, pressing a slow, curious kiss to the hollow of his throat. Beneath her lips, his pulse fluttered, and she felt the way he swallowed against her. She pulled back slightly, watching his face, searching his expression. His green eyes were dark, hooded, locked onto hers with an intensity that sent heat curling low in her stomach.

I made that happen.

The realization sent a thrill through her. Estaria had always been so steady, so sure of himself—but here, beneath her hands, he was unraveling. She could see it in the way his fingers flexed against her waist, in the way his breath came just a little unsteadily. And he wasn’t stopping her. He wasn’t trying to control this. He was letting her explore.

Angel smiled against his skin and did it again—another kiss, lower this time, her lips barely brushing the curve of his collarbone. His grip on her tightened, not enough to stop her, just enough to feel.

“Angel.” His voice was rough, almost pleading, and it sent warmth flooding through her.

She lifted her head, meeting his gaze again. Her own breath had quickened, her heartbeat thrumming in time with his. But she didn’t rush. This was theirs, this discovery, this moment.

Slowly, she reached for his hands, guiding them up her sides, encouraging him to explore her the way she was exploring him. His touch was hesitant at first—careful, reverent—but as she pressed closer, urging him on, he learned her just as she was learning him.

His hands traced the contours of her back, his fingers following the dip of her spine before splaying wide against her waist. Every touch sent a slow, curling warmth through her, a sensation unlike anything she’d known before. It wasn’t just heat—it was discovery, like uncovering something that had always been there but had never been seen.

Angel let her hands roam in turn, trailing across his shoulders, the planes of his chest, the taut muscles shifting beneath his skin. She committed every detail to memory, letting her fingertips learn him in a way she never had before.

The more she explored, the more she wanted.

She shifted against him, and his breath caught—a sharp, barely controlled sound that sent a thrill through her. He gripped her tighter in response, his hands flexing against her hips, grounding her even as they both felt untethered.

Angel smiled against his skin, pleased by the effect she had on him. She pressed closer, felt his heartbeat hammer beneath her lips as she kissed along his jaw, down his neck. Estaria let out a slow, shuddering breath, his fingers pressing into her back as if he needed something to hold onto.

Then his hands moved lower, his fingertips catching on the hem of her shirt.

The hesitation returned. She could feel it in his hands, in the way his fingers curled against the fabric but didn’t push further.

Angel pulled back just enough to meet his eyes. "It’s alright," she whispered.

His fingers tightened slightly, testing, waiting. When she didn’t stop him, didn’t pull away, he slowly peeled the fabric upward. The firelight flickered across his face as he took her in, his gaze reverent, almost disbelieving.

She swallowed, her pulse roaring in her ears. Then, with slow, deliberate hands, she reached for the laces of his shirt. The fabric parted beneath her fingers, revealing warm skin, the steady rise and fall of his chest.

Her hands slipped lower, brushing against his stomach, and he tensed—just slightly, a reflex.

Angel paused, glancing up to find him watching her with something between anticipation and amusement. "Ticklish?" she asked, voice hushed but teasing.

His lips quirked. "Maybe a little."

She hummed in consideration, dragging her fingertips lightly across the same spot just to feel him twitch beneath her touch. A breathless chuckle escaped him, and she grinned, triumphant.

For a moment, the intensity between them softened, a shared laugh grounding them in something familiar.

Then she kissed him again, slow and deep, and the laughter melted into something else entirely.

Estaria’s hands skimmed down her back, anchoring her, drawing her closer. She felt him shift beneath her, his body taut with anticipation. He moved as if to sit up, but she pressed him back down, fingers curling around his wrists, holding him there.

Her heart pounded in her chest as she leaned over him, tracing the angles of his face with her fingertips, memorizing every detail. This wasn’t something to rush.

But as her hands drifted lower, following the path of muscle down his stomach, she felt him tense again—this time for a different reason.

She sat back slightly, and for the first time, Estaria looked frustrated.

Angel followed his gaze downward—to where his hands were struggling with his belt. The leather was stubborn, refusing to loosen under his impatient fingers.

A laugh almost slipped from her lips. His hands had just been on her, mapping her with such confidence, and now he was losing a battle with his own belt?

She nearly teased him for it—nearly.

Instead, she slid her hands over his, stilling his fumbling. Without a word, she worked the belt free, her fingers far steadier than his. She kept her eyes on him the entire time, watching the way his breath hitched, the way his lips parted slightly.

The belt came loose. She let it drop to the floor beside them.

No more barriers. No more hesitation.

The air between them grew thick with anticipation. Angel's heart thundered in her chest as Estaria's hands slid up her thighs, pushing her skirts higher. His touch left trails of fire on her skin.

In one fluid motion, Estaria rolled them over, pressing Angel into the blankets. For a moment, panic fluttered in her chest – submission triggered so many unpleasant memories, but Estaria's weight above her felt different. His eyes searched her face, and Angel realized this wasn't about control at all.

Angel reached between them, her fingers finding the waistband of his pants. She pushed them down, making her choice clear. The last thing she saw before closing her eyes was Estaria's smile – tender and full of love – illuminated by the dancing firelight.

Later, as the fire burned low, Angel lay curled against Estaria's side, drawing lazy patterns on his chest. His fingers traced along her spine, and she squirmed when he hit a sensitive spot.

"Still ticklish?" he murmured into her hair.

"Mmm. And you're all sweaty," she complained without heat, snuggling closer despite her words.

Estaria's chest rumbled with quiet laughter. "That's partly your fault."

Angel propped her chin on his chest, grinning up at him. "I suppose it is." She reached up to brush a lock of dark hair from his forehead. "I don't mind, though."

The fire popped, sending sparks dancing upward. Angel watched them fade into the darkness, feeling perfectly content in their private sanctuary, wrapped in Estaria's arms.

Morning came too soon, sunlight filtering through the gaps in the cabin walls, casting golden stripes across the worn floorboards. Estaria woke first, taking a moment to savor the weight of Angel in his arms, the warmth of her skin against his, the steady rhythm of her breathing. She stirred as he pressed a kiss to her forehead, her eyes fluttering open like butterfly wings in the dawn light.

"Good morning," she murmured, stretching like a cat before settling back against him, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest.

"Morning," he replied, his fingers combing gently through her tangled curls, marveling at how they caught the early sunlight.

They lay there for a while longer, neither wanting to be the first to move, to break the spell of their shared night. The morning birds sang their chorus outside, and a gentle breeze carried the scent of dew-kissed grass through the cabin. But eventually, Angel sighed and sat up, gathering her dress from where it lay discarded on the floor, the fabric rustling softly in the quiet morning.

"Father will be wondering where I am," she said reluctantly, though she made no immediate move to dress, instead watching the dust motes dance in the streams of sunlight.

Estaria propped himself up on one elbow, watching as she finally began to pull on her clothes. The morning light caught in her hair, turning it to fire, creating a halo around her familiar features. His shirt lay within reach, but he waited until Angel was mostly dressed before reaching for it, content to memorize every detail of this perfect morning.

As they prepared to leave, Angel paused by the dying embers of their fire, the last wisps of smoke curling up toward the ceiling. "Look," she said, pointing to the ground where their shadows had danced the night before. The morning dew had settled in their footprints, catching the early light like tiny mirrors scattered across the floor. "We left our mark after all. Just like the spirit dancers."

She turned to him, eyes sparkling with that familiar mischief, her cheeks still flushed with the lingering warmth of sleep. "Though I doubt their dances ended quite like ours did."

Estaria laughed, pulling her close, breathing in the scent of her hair. "I hope not."

"You know," she said, fingers playing with the collar of his shirt, her touch sending pleasant shivers down his spine, "if that merchant's daughter could see us now, she'd be even more jealous."

"Still thinking about her?"

Angel's grin was radiant, lighting up her entire face. "Just making sure you remember who your favorite dance partner is."




Chapter 7: Good News

Angel paced the length of the cabin, her footsteps echoing against the wooden planks. The late afternoon sun slanted through the gaps in the walls, casting long shadows across the floor. She paused at the fireplace, kneeling to arrange the kindling the way Estaria had shown her countless times.

Her trembling hands scattered the twigs. "Of course," she muttered, gathering them up again. The flint struck once, twice, three times before finally catching. The spark died immediately. Angel sat back on her heels, shaking her head at the stubborn wood.

"He makes it look so easy." Her voice sounded too loud in the empty cabin. After a few more failed attempts, she abandoned the task, wiping her soot-stained hands on her skirt.

The fishing rod leaned against the wall, exactly where they'd left it last time. Angel picked it up, running her fingers along the smooth wood, remembering how Estaria had stood behind her, teaching her to cast. The memory brought warmth to her cheeks. She set the rod back down, perhaps a bit too quickly.

Her hand drifted to her stomach, still flat beneath her dress. She had just missed her second period. She was certain now. The morning sickness, the tenderness, the way certain smells made her dizzy – Mother had noticed, giving her knowing looks over breakfast.

Angel dropped onto the wooden stool, then immediately stood again. "Sit still," she scolded herself, but her feet carried her back and forth across the room. She touched the dried flowers hanging from the rafters, straightened the blanket on their makeshift bed, adjusted the position of the cooking pot – anything to keep her hands busy.

What would he say? They'd talked about the future, about building a life together, but this was so soon. Her heart fluttered like a trapped bird. She twisted the simple ring on her finger, the one he'd given her last month. They'd planned to marry in the spring, after the orchards bloomed.

A loose floorboard creaked under her feet. Angel looked down, remembering their first night here, how they'd danced until their shadows seemed to take on lives of their own. She smiled, despite her nerves. That night had changed everything.

The air felt too thick, too warm. Angel pushed open the door, letting the cool autumn breeze wash over her face. The trees around their cabin had begun to turn, splashing the forest with gold and crimson. A bird called somewhere nearby, its song clear and sweet in the afternoon quiet.

Back inside, she tried sitting again, folding her hands in her lap. Her mother's words from that morning echoed in her mind: "He loves you, child. Trust in that." But the words did little to still the butterflies in her stomach.

She stood once more, moving to the small window. The path that led to their cabin remained empty, though Estaria would arrive soon. He always came after finishing his work in the orchard, never missing a day unless the weather was truly foul.

Angel touched her stomach again, imagining the tiny life growing there. Their child. The thought sent a fresh wave of nervous energy through her, and she resumed her pacing. She rehearsed the words in her head, trying different ways to tell him. Should she just say it outright? Work up to it slowly?

The wooden cup on the shelf caught her eye – the one they shared their first drink from. Angel picked it up, turning it over in her hands. The carved surface was smooth from use, worn down by countless touches. Like their love, she thought, growing stronger and more familiar with each passing day.

She set the cup down carefully and moved back to the fireplace. This time, her hands were steadier as she arranged the kindling. The flint struck true, and a small flame finally caught. Angel fed it carefully, adding small twigs until it grew strong enough for larger pieces.

As she worked, a strange calm settled over her. This was their place, filled with their memories. Whatever happened next, they would face it together. The fire crackled softly, casting a warm glow across the cabin floor. Angel stood, brushing off her skirt, and waited for the familiar sound of Estaria's footsteps on the path outside.

Angel's heart leaped at the familiar crunch of boots on fallen leaves. She darted to the cabin door, her earlier nervousness transforming into pure excitement. Through the trees, she caught glimpses of Estaria's dark hair between the golden leaves.

Without thinking, she burst through the doorway and sprinted down the path. Estaria's eyes widened just before she launched herself at him. He staggered backward, his arms instinctively wrapping around her as autumn leaves scattered beneath his feet.

"Whoa!" he exclaimed, somehow finding his balance. His warm laugh vibrated against her chest as he held her tight. "I should be used to these greetings by now."

Angel buried her face in his neck, breathing in the scent of apples and earth that always clung to him after working in the orchards. "Maybe I like keeping you on your toes."

"Mission accomplished." He set her down gently, keeping one arm around her waist. His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. "Though I think you nearly took us both down this time."

She tugged at his hand, pulling him toward the cabin. The cooling evening air had begun to carry a hint of winter's bite. "Come see what I managed today."

Inside, the small fire cast dancing shadows on the walls. Angel watched as Estaria's expression shifted from curiosity to pride when he spotted the flames.

"You got it started!" He squeezed her hand. "I knew you'd figure it out."

"Only took about twenty tries," she admitted, watching as he knelt by the hearth.

Estaria examined her handiwork, adding a few larger pieces of wood with practiced ease. "The kindling's arranged perfectly though. See how the flame's catching?" He pointed to where the fire licked up the sides of the new logs. "You've been paying attention."

Angel settled onto their wooden stool, her earlier news bubbling up inside her chest like spring water. She pressed her lips together, trying to contain her smile as Estaria continued tending the fire. Her fingers twisted in her skirt as she watched him work, the way his hands moved so surely, how the firelight caught the angles of his face.

He arranged another log, explaining something about airflow that Angel barely heard. Her heart thrummed with anticipation, making it hard to focus on anything else. She bounced slightly on the stool, unable to keep still.

Estaria paused in his task, a fresh piece of wood halfway to the fire. He glanced up, catching her expression. "Angel?" His eyebrows drew together, though his eyes held amusement. "You're awfully quiet. And..." He gestured at her restless movement. "Bouncy."

She bit her lower lip, trying to suppress her growing grin and failing completely. The words pressed against her throat, demanding to be spoken, but she held them back. Just a moment longer. Just to see his face as he tried to puzzle it out.

Estaria set down the log and sat back on his heels, giving her his full attention. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "What are you up to?"

Angel's legs swung slightly, her toes barely brushing the floor. The firelight played across his features, so dear and familiar, yet somehow new every time she looked at him. Her chest felt too small to contain the joy threatening to burst from it.

"Angel?" he prompted again, his voice soft with curiosity.

She couldn't hold still any longer, practically vibrating with the need to tell him. The words danced on the tip of her tongue as she watched his beloved face, memorizing this moment before everything changed.

Estaria leaned forward, taken by Angel's infectious excitement. Her hazel eyes sparkled in the firelight, and he couldn't help but smile at how she practically bounced on the stool. Whatever news she held back had transformed her into pure energy.

"I'm..." Angel paused, her fingers twisting in her skirt. She took a deep breath, then met his gaze. "We're going to have a baby."

The words hit him like a physical force. Estaria's breath caught in his throat. He stared at her, his mind struggling to process what she'd said. A baby. Their baby.

"Are you..." His voice cracked. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Are you certain?"

Angel nodded, her smile growing wider. "Two months, I think. Mother noticed before I did." She laughed, the sound bright and nervous. "She says I'm glowing, though I just feel queasy most mornings."

Estaria surged forward, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her off the stool. Angel squealed in surprise as he spun her once before setting her down carefully – perhaps too carefully. His hands lingered at her waist, suddenly aware of the precious life she carried.

"A baby," he whispered, wonder threading through his voice. He pressed his forehead against hers, breathing in the moment. "Our baby."

Angel's fingers curled into his shirt. "You're happy then?"

"Happy?" Estaria pulled back just enough to see her face. "Angel, I..." He laughed, the sound thick with emotion. "I don't think there's a word big enough for what I'm feeling."

She raised up on her toes and kissed him, soft and sweet. When she settled back, her eyes were bright with unshed tears. "I was so nervous about telling you. We'd talked about children, but not so soon, and I wasn't sure..."

"Hey." Estaria cupped her face in his hands, thumbs brushing away the tears that spilled over. "This is perfect. You're perfect." He kissed her forehead, then her nose, then her lips again. "Though we might need to move up the wedding date."

Angel laughed, the sound warming him better than any fire. "Mother said the same thing. She's already planning how to let out my dress."

Estaria glanced around their small cabin, his mind already racing with plans. He moved to the dirt floor near the hearth, smoothing it with his boot. Kneeling down, he began sketching lines with his finger.

"What are you doing?" Angel asked, moving to stand beside him.

"We'll need to expand." He pointed to his rough drawing. "See, we can extend this wall out about eight feet. Make a proper bedroom here, and the baby's room..." He drew another square. "Right here, where the morning sun will warm it."

Angel knelt beside him, her skirts pooling in the dirt. "With a window?" She traced her own finger through the soil. "Looking out at the apple trees?"

"Of course." He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "And I'll plant a new tree, right outside. It can grow along with the baby."

"A plum tree," Angel said decisively. "Like the one I climbed when we were children."

Estaria chuckled. "Already planning on our child being a climber, are you?"

"With our blood? They won't be able to help it." She leaned into him, her hand drifting to her stomach. "Though maybe we should hope they have your grace. I did fall out of that tree twice."

"Three times," he corrected. "You're forgetting the harvest festival when you were trying to prove you could pick plums faster than Clara."

Angel elbowed him playfully. "Well, I hope they have your memory then, but not your tendency to use it against their mother."

Estaria pulled her closer, pressing a kiss to her temple. "What else should we hope for?"

"Your smile," Angel said immediately. "The way it starts in your eyes before it reaches your mouth."

"Your laugh," he countered. "The one that makes everyone else want to laugh too."

"Your gentleness."

"Your courage."

Angel turned in his arms, facing him fully. "Your heart," she whispered. "The way you love so completely."

Estaria rested his hand over hers on her stomach. Under their joined fingers, barely noticeable even to them, their child grew. A perfect blend of them both, yet entirely new.

"We'll need a cradle," he said softly. "I could make one from that fallen oak near the stream. Carve apple blossoms along the sides."

"And I'll make the blankets." Angel's eyes lit up. "Mother's teaching me to quilt. Though..." She bit her lip, trying to suppress a smile. "We might want to wait before we choose the colors. Unless you want everything in green."

"What's wrong with green?"

"Nothing, except it's the only color you ever suggest for anything."

"That's not true. I liked the blue ribbons you wore at midsummer."

"You said, and I quote, 'They're almost as pretty as your green ones.'"

Estaria laughed, the sound echoing off the cabin walls. "Fine, no green. You choose."

"Yellow," Angel said decisively. "Like sunshine. And maybe some soft gray, like dawn." She looked around their cabin, her expression thoughtful. "We could hang the cradle right here, where we can see it from our bed. And in the summer, when the windows are open, the breeze will rock it."

Estaria stood, pulling Angel up with him. He guided her to their spot by the fire, settling behind her so she could lean back against his chest. His arms encircled her waist, hands resting protectively over their child.

"What else?" he murmured against her hair. "Tell me everything you're dreaming."

Angel's hands covered his. "I dream of mornings, watching you teach them to tend the orchards. Of evenings here, telling stories by the fire." She tilted her head back to see his face. "Of them learning all your father's old songs, the ones you whistle while you work."

"And running wild with your sisters," Estaria added. "Getting into twice as much trouble as you three ever did."

"Gods help us," Angel laughed. "Clara will be the worst influence."

They sat like that as the fire burned low, trading whispered hopes back and forth. The autumn wind whistled through the cabin's gaps, making the flames dance. Angel shivered slightly, and Estaria pulled her closer.

"Cold?"

She shook her head. "Just perfect." Her fingers laced through his. "I love you."

"I love you too." Estaria smiled against her hair. "Both of you."

The words felt right in his mouth, like they'd always belonged there. Outside, leaves rustled in the growing dark, and somewhere an owl called. But here, in their small circle of firelight, Estaria held his whole world in his arms.

* * *

Angel shifted against Estaria's chest, her stomach churning slightly. The nausea had become a familiar companion these past few days, arriving like clockwork as the sun began to set. She breathed deeply, focusing on the warmth of the fire and the steady rhythm of Estaria's heartbeat against her back.

"Remember when we found that family of rabbits in the south orchard?" Estaria's voice rumbled through his chest. "You wouldn't let anyone near that tree for weeks."

"They were so small." Angel smiled, the memory momentarily distracting her from her queasiness. "And you brought them carrots every day."

"Until your father caught me feeding his crop to the wildlife." Estaria chuckled. "I thought he'd ban me from the orchard."

Angel's hand drifted to her belly. "What was your mother like when you were small?"

Estaria's arms tightened slightly around her. "She used to sing while she worked. Not the usual harvest songs – strange melodies I never heard anywhere else. And she'd tell me stories about the stars, how each one held a different secret." He paused. "Though sometimes she'd get lost in her own thoughts, stare out the window for hours."

"And your father?"

"Always moving, always planning. But he'd stop everything if I needed him." Estaria's voice softened. "When I was seven, I got stuck in that big oak by the mill. Instead of scolding me, he climbed up and sat with me until I wasn't scared anymore. Taught me how to find the strongest branches."

Angel nodded but didn't offer any stories of her own. The fire crackled, sending sparks dancing up the chimney.

"I worry sometimes," Estaria admitted into the comfortable silence. "About being enough. What if I can't protect them from everything?"

Angel turned in his arms, pressing her forehead to his. "You can't. We can't. That's what terrifies me." Her voice quivered slightly. "What if they inherit my stubbornness?"

"Or my tendency to overthink everything?" Estaria brushed his thumb across her cheek. "What if they climb too high, run too fast?"

"What if they're afraid of heights like Clara?" Angel's laugh held a hint of nervousness. "Or allergic to apple blossoms?"

"An apple farmer's grandchild allergic to apple blossoms?" Estaria gasped in mock horror. "The scandal!"

Angel yawned, nestling closer. "We should think of names."

Estaria shifted on their makeshift bed of blankets, pulling Angel closer as the fire dimmed to embers. The familiar scent of wood smoke and apples filled the cabin, mingling with the crisp autumn air that crept through the cracks. Their small bedroom felt cozy despite the growing chill, warmed by shared body heat and the lingering remnants of the hearth.

"What about Rose?" Angel murmured against his chest, her hand absently tracing circles on his arm.

He wrinkled his nose, thinking of the local tavern keeper's three daughters. "Like half the girls in Appledale?"

"Fair point." She yawned, snuggling deeper into his embrace. "Thomas?"

"After your uncle who tried to wrestle that bear?" Estaria couldn't help but smile at the memory of the town's favorite cautionary tale.

Angel giggled, the sound muffled by his shirt. Her breath was warm against his skin. "He was drunk, and it was actually a very large dog."

"Still no." Estaria ran his fingers through her auburn curls, marveling at how they caught the fading firelight. "What about Sarah, after your grandmother?"

"Mmm... maybe." Her voice grew drowsy, heavy with approaching sleep. "Or Michael, like your grandfather."

"The one who got lost in his own orchard for three days?" The memory of the frantic search brought an unexpected smile to his face.

"He found his way back eventually." Angel's words slurred slightly with exhaustion.

Estaria chuckled, his chest rumbling beneath her head. "After the search party found him asleep in the hollow of an old tree, surrounded by half-eaten apples."

Angel's breathing steadied, growing deeper as sleep claimed her. Estaria listened to the quiet pop of dying embers, feeling the precious weight of her against him, their unborn child nestled between them. His fingers continued their gentle motion through her hair until his own eyes grew heavy, and sleep took him before he could suggest another name.

* * *

Morning light filtered through the cabin's single window, painting stripes across their blankets. Estaria woke to find Angel already sitting up, plaiting her hair with nimble fingers. The auburn strands caught the sunlight, glowing like polished copper between her practiced movements.

"We have to tell them today," she said without preamble, her voice carrying the weight of decisions too long delayed.

Estaria's stomach twisted. He pushed himself up, running a hand through his sleep-mussed hair. The familiar scents of woodsmoke and apple blossoms drifted through the cabin. "Your father's going to kill me."

"He might try." Angel tied off her braid with a strip of faded pink cloth. "But Mother will stop him. Probably."

"That's reassuring." He stood, stretching the kinks from his back. The floorboards creaked beneath his feet. "Your father already looks at me like I'm something stuck to his boot."

Angel rose too, smoothing her skirts with careful attention to the still-invisible swell of her belly. "And your mother watches everything like she's plotting where to hide the bodies."

"She does not—" Estaria paused, considering Klindon's calculating stares and pointed comments. "Well, maybe a little."

"At least your father's reasonable," Angel offered, gathering their few belongings into a worn leather satchel.

"When Mother lets him be." Estaria moved to help her, folding blankets with practiced motions born from months of secret meetings. "Though lately, every conversation seems to circle back to 'proper matches' and 'family obligations.'"

Angel stilled, her hands tightening on a water skin until her knuckles whitened. "Do you think they'll try to stop us?"

"Let them try." He crossed to her, taking her hands in his, feeling the calluses that marked her as a farmer's daughter. "We're getting married, having this baby, and building our life here. Together."

She squeezed his fingers, her touch grounding him. "Maybe we should tell them separately? My father first, then your parents?"

"Divide and conquer?" Estaria considered this, remembering countless family dinners thick with tension.

"Clara will support us. She's been covering for me with Father anyway." A hint of guilt colored her voice at involving her younger sister.

"We could tell them at dinner?" He suggested. "Your father's usually calmer after eating."

Angel snorted, a familiar spark of humor lighting her eyes. "And less likely to have farming tools within reach."

"Angel."

"I'm just saying, breakfast might be safer. All the sharp implements are still in the barn."

Estaria pulled her into his arms, pressing his face into her hair, breathing in the lavender soap she used. "We'll figure it out. Even if your father chases me through the orchard with a pitchfork—"

"Which he might."

"—and my mother tries to arrange a more 'suitable' match—"

"Which she definitely will."

"—it doesn't change anything." He drew back, meeting her eyes, seeing the flecks of green that reminded him of spring leaves. "I love you. I love our child. Everything else is just... details."

Angel stretched up to kiss him softly, her lips warm against his. "Details like where to hide your body when my father's done with you?"

"You're not helping."

She grinned, the morning light catching the green flecks in her hazel eyes. "I'm keeping you humble. Can't have you getting too confident before facing the firing squad."

"Speaking of," Estaria glanced at the climbing sun through the dusty window. "We should head back before they send out search parties."

They gathered the last of their things, banking the fire's remains until only faint wisps of smoke remained. At the cabin door, Angel paused, one hand resting protectively on her stomach.

"Ready?" Estaria asked, taking her other hand, feeling the slight tremor in her fingers.

"No." She smiled anyway, the expression both nervous and determined. "But let's do it anyway."

Together they stepped out into the crisp morning air, leaving their sanctuary behind. The scent of apple blossoms surrounded them, sweet and promising.




Chapter 8: FIRE!

The envelope trembled slightly in Jeremiah’s hands. He exhaled slow and steady, the sneer on his face barely twitching as his eyes scanned the words he already knew were coming. Another default notice. The last one.

He sat down hard in the rickety kitchen chair, the wood groaning beneath him. Through the grimy window, the remnants of his once-massive orchard stretched before him—an empire reduced to stumps and barren soil. The creeping sensation of inevitability settled deep in his chest. It was over. It had always been over.

He could tear the letter up if he wanted. Throw it in the fire. Pretend it didn’t exist. But he knew, the moment he’d read those words, the final nail was hammered in.

Jeremiah stared at the letter until the words blurred. The kitchen walls pressed in around him, reminding him of everything he'd lost. Edith's herbs still hung from the ceiling rafters, brown and brittle now, a decade after her passing. The emptiness of the house echoed with memories of Clara and Beth's laughter, now silenced by their escape to Sara's home in Convergence.

His weathered hands traced the grooves in the wooden table, worn smooth by years of family meals. The chair across from him—Angel's chair—sat empty. She'd be coming soon, he knew. Coming to tell him about that Valens boy. His jaw clenched at the thought.

The bottle of apple brandy beckoned from the counter, half-empty like everything else in his life. He poured a generous measure into a chipped mug, the amber liquid catching the afternoon light. The first sip burned, but not enough to chase away the bitterness rising in his throat.

Through the window, he watched a crow land on one of the few remaining apple trees. Its harsh call seemed to mock him.

The bank's words on the paper cut deeper than any blade: "Final Notice." One month. One month before they took everything—the house, the remaining land, what was left of his dignity. The Valens family will finally win.

He took another drink, longer this time. The brandy couldn't wash away the image of Burl Valens's patronizing smile, or Klindon's calculating eyes. And now their son had set his sights on Angel.

The floorboards creaked beneath his feet as he stood, moving to the mantle where Edith's portrait hung. The paint had faded, but her eyes still held that same gentle strength that had once tempered his anger. She would have known what to do. She always had.

"I failed you," he whispered to the portrait. "Failed them all."

Jeremiah's gaze swept across the living room, taking in the worn floorboards his great-great-grandfather had laid by hand. Every plank, every beam spoke of a legacy built from nothing but determination and sweat. The mantlepiece still bore the elaborate carvings that had marked the Blush family's first real success—intricate apple blossoms now dulled by years of neglect.

Ten years ago, his orchards had stretched from horizon to horizon, rivaling even the Valens' holdings. The sweet scent of apples had perfumed the air year-round, and his cellars had overflowed with the finest brandy in Appledale. His chest tightened at the memory of those golden days, when merchants had lined up at his door, eager to secure the season's best fruit.

Now dust motes danced in the afternoon light streaming through unwashed windows. The once-pristine walls bore water stains from the leaking roof he couldn't afford to fix. In the corner, a stack of empty crates—the last remnants of his trading business—gathered cobwebs.

Rage bubbled up inside him like poison. His hands curled into fists as he imagined himself wandering the streets of Appledale, reduced to begging for scraps from the very people who'd once sought his favor. The thought of Klindon's satisfied smirk made his blood boil.

Would Angel take him in? The question twisted in his gut like a knife. His throat burned with shame as he remembered the bruises he'd left on her arms, the terror in her eyes when he'd lost control. The echo of her tears still haunted these empty halls, along with Clara's frightened whimpers and Beth's accusing stares.

No. He knew better. Angel had one foot out the door already, her heart belonging to that Valens boy. The same way his other daughters had fled to Sara's house in Convergence, Angel would soon vanish into the Valens family, leaving him to rot in his failure.

What a miserable wreck he'd become. His father would have spat at the sight of him—the great Blush legacy crumbling in his useless hands. Even the furniture showed the signs of his decline: the stuffing spilling from torn cushions, the threadbare rugs, the cracked mirror that reflected a stranger's haunted face.

The final notice crumpled in his pocket as he moved. His legacy would end here, in this house his family had built. No grandchildren would ever race through these halls or climb the apple trees outside. No future generation would carry the Blush name with pride through Appledale's streets.

Instead, he'd watch that Valens boy claim his last treasure. Angel would marry into prosperity, while he... he would fade into nothing, a cautionary tale whispered around tavern tables. "Poor old Jeremiah," they'd say, "lost everything to drink and pride."

The words of the notice burned in his mind: one month. One month to witness the final dismantling of everything his family had built. One month to watch his daughter slip away into a brighter future that had no place for him. One month before the Valens' seized it all, leaving him with nothing but the bitter taste of failure in his mouth.

His eye caught the lantern on the kitchen table, its gentle flame flickering against the darkening walls. A cold clarity washed over him, dissolving the haze of brandy. If he couldn't keep what was his, then nobody would have it.

Jeremiah pushed himself up from the chair, his movements suddenly purposeful. The floorboards creaked under his determined stride as he made his way to the cellar. The musty air embraced him as he descended, each step bringing him closer to the rows of shelved bottles—the last of his finest brandy.

His hands, steady now, gathered the precious bottles. These weren't for drinking anymore. Each one represented years of craft, generations of knowledge. He cradled them one last time before climbing back upstairs.

In the parlor, he hurled the first bottle. It shattered against Edith's portrait, amber liquid streaming down the canvas like tears. The sharp scent of alcohol filled the air as he moved through the house, marking each room with broken glass and splashed spirits.

The dining room came next. The bottle exploded against the wall where Clara had measured her height, the marks still visible beneath the streaming brandy. Another crashed onto the table where Beth had done her schoolwork, the liquid seeping into the old wood.

His movements grew more frantic as he worked his way through the house. Each smashed bottle felt like breaking another chain that bound him to this place. The kitchen windows rattled with each impact, and the pungent smell of alcohol grew stronger.

Back in the living room, Jeremiah found the oil cabinet. His hands shook slightly as he retrieved the lamp oil, but his resolve never wavered. He walked the perimeter of the room, splashing the oil in wide arcs. It soaked into the floorboards, darker patches spreading like ink stains across paper.

More oil in the kitchen, trailing across countertops where Angel had learned to bake. Through the dining room where family dinners had once filled the air with laughter. Down the hallway where tiny footsteps had once echoed. The sharp chemical smell mixed with the brandy fumes, making his head swim.

Jeremiah returned to the living room, his boots leaving wet footprints in his wake. The lantern waited on the table, its flame dancing innocently. His reflection in the glass chimney showed a man he barely recognized—hollow-eyed and grim.

He lifted the lantern, feeling its weight one last time. The metal was warm against his palm, familiar from countless nights of use. With a grunt of effort, he hurled it against the far wall.

The crash was oddly quiet. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the flame caught the oil-soaked wood, and fire bloomed like a deadly flower. Orange tongues licked up the walls, consuming Edith's portrait first. The heat pushed him back toward the kitchen.

Jeremiah collapsed into the kitchen chair, the final notice still clutched in his fist. The paper crinkled as his grip tightened. Smoke began to curl under the doorframe, and the crackle of flames grew louder.

Through the window, he could see the sunset painting the sky in shades of orange and red, mirroring the inferno consuming his home. The last rays of light caught the few remaining apples on his trees, making them glow like embers.

The heat intensified, and smoke filled the kitchen. Jeremiah didn't move. He simply sat, watching the paper in his hands as the flames devoured everything around him. They wouldn't get his house. They wouldn't get anything.

The roar of the fire drowned out all other sounds now. Flames danced in the doorway, casting wild shadows across the walls. The heat pressed against him like a physical weight, but still he sat, clutching that final notice as his world burned away.

Through the thickening smoke, he could almost see Edith standing by the stove, Clara and Beth playing in the corner, Angel setting the table for dinner. The memories wavered like mirages in the growing inferno. His eyes stung, whether from smoke or tears, he couldn't tell anymore.

The kitchen filled with orange light as the fire consumed the doorframe. Jeremiah remained in his chair, unmoving, as flames reached across the ceiling. The paper in his hands began to curl from the heat, its edges browning, then blackening. They wouldn't get his house. And they wouldn't get him.

He closed his eyes as the heat finally licked at his skin. No more notices. No more debts. No more Valens. Just warmth. Just quiet.




Chapter 9: Too Late

The orchard smelled of rain and apple blossoms as Estaria made his way home, boots squelching slightly in the damp earth. Droplets clung to the new green leaves overhead, occasionally falling to splash against his shoulders. The morning mist had long burned away, leaving the air crisp and clear, but something about it felt off, like a familiar painting hung at the wrong angle.

His mind was focused on the words he'd been practicing. Mom, I'm going to be a father. He let them roll over his tongue, trying to imagine how his parents would react. Would Klindon smile that measured smile of hers, the one that always seemed to hide more than it revealed? Would Burl clap him on the back with those weathered hands, pride shining in his deep brown eyes? Would they be proud of the life he and Angel were building together?

Yet, beneath his rehearsed speech, something itched at the edge of his thoughts, like a splinter he couldn't quite grasp. A strange, quiet pressure settled between his ribs—something he couldn't name, couldn't place no matter how he tried. Something wrong, fundamentally wrong, in a way that made his skin prickle.

He frowned, shook it off, running a hand through his messy black hair. Nerves. That's all it was. This was a big moment, after all. Life-changing. It was natural to feel uneasy, to second-guess himself.

But the feeling didn't leave, settling deeper into his bones with each step toward home.

The Valens estate loomed ahead, the white stone catching the afternoon light in a way that made the building seem to glow. The sight was familiar, comforting, yet today it filled Estaria with an inexplicable unease. He stepped onto the worn wooden porch, inhaled deeply—catching the scent of fresh-baked bread and summer dust—and pushed the heavy oak door open.

Inside, Klindon stood at the kitchen counter, forearms dusted in flour, methodically kneading bread. The rhythmic motion of her hands pressed into the dough with practiced precision, folding and pressing, folding and pressing, as she'd done countless times before. Her dark hair was pulled back severely from her face, not a strand out of place despite the domestic task.

Burl was hunched over a ledger at the dining table, his broad shoulders curved forward as he scratched a note into the margin with his fingertip. The afternoon light streaming through the window caught the silver in his hair, making it shine.

Estaria swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. His heart was beating too fast against his ribs, but he forced himself forward, boots scuffing against the wooden floor. This is important. They need to know.

"I need to tell you something," he said, his voice coming out steadier than he felt, though it seemed to echo in the quiet kitchen.

Klindon didn't stop kneading right away, her movements becoming deliberately slower, more focused.

Burl's finger stilled on the ledger, but he didn't look up.

The strange pressure in Estaria's chest pulsed, spreading outward like ripples in still water.

"I—" He took a breath, tasting the flour dust in the air. "Angel's pregnant. We're getting married."

Klindon's hands stopped mid-press, flour-dusted fingers frozen in the pale dough before her.

She didn't look up immediately, her shoulders tensing almost imperceptibly beneath her worn dress.

Burl's finger tapped once against the ledger, a single, measured beat against the paper, the sound sharp as breaking glass in the thick silence.

The wrongness in Estaria's chest deepened, spreading like ink through water until he could barely breathe.

Klindon finally lifted her head, turning toward him, but not fully, her movements deliberate and controlled. Her gaze flicked to Burl first, something unspoken passing between them in that fraction of a moment.

"Well," she said, her voice smooth as river stones. "That changes things."

The way she said it—it wasn't for him. It was for Burl, calculated and weighted with meaning that Estaria couldn't quite grasp but felt in his bones.

The wrongness roared, flooding through him like a storm surge, threatening to sweep away everything in its path.

Estaria's breath hitched, catching painfully in his throat as cold dread seized his chest. His skin felt too tight, stretched taut across his bones like a drum skin while his heart hammered against his ribs with such force he thought they might crack.

The room around him flickered, reality seeming to waver and distort at the edges of his vision like heat rising from sun-baked stones.

Smoke twisted into the night sky as Angel ran up the dirt path, her heart slamming against her ribs with such force she thought it might burst. The farmhouse stood against the inferno like a defiant sentinel, its worn wooden edges flickering orange and gold in the dancing light, but the fire hadn't fully taken it yet. Not yet.

Each desperate step sent jolts of pain through her legs, muscles burning from her sprint across the orchard. The smoke stung her eyes, thick and acrid, carrying the unmistakable stench of burning wood and something else—something chemical that made her stomach turn. The crackle and pop of timber giving way to flame filled her ears, a terrible symphony of destruction that grew louder with each passing moment.

Her breath came in short, painful gasps as she slowed just outside the doorway, her fingers trembling uncontrollably at her sides. Through the smoke-streaked window, clouded with soot and grime, she saw him—Jeremiah, slumped over the kitchen table, head down, unmoving. A half-empty bottle lay tipped near his outstretched hand, its amber contents long soaked into the weathered wood beneath.

She knew that posture well, had seen it countless times throughout her childhood. Drunk. Passed out. The familiar sight sent a wave of bitter memories washing over her—nights spent huddled with Clara and Beth in their shared room, listening to bottles breaking against walls, mornings tiptoeing around his hungover rage, years of walking on eggshells in their own home.

But then her eyes caught something else. Black buildup on the windowpane, creeping like poison ivy up the glass. Thick, tar-like residue crawling higher with each passing moment. She'd heard the old-timers at market talk about fires like this, about how the smoke turned deadly before the flames ever reached you, how it could steal your breath while you slept.

She swallowed hard, her throat dry despite the humid heat pressing against her skin like a suffocating blanket. He was still her father. Despite everything. Despite the lashings that had left scars on her back, the fists that had taught her to flinch at sudden movements, the fear that perpetually haunted Clara and Beth's eyes.

For just a breath, just the smallest fraction of time, a flicker of guilt curled in her chest, threatening to paralyze her. She had hated him, she had feared him—but she had also spent her entire life trying to fix him, to find some remnant of the man he might have been. The father who had once taught her to climb apple trees, who had carried her on his shoulders at harvest festivals, before the drink had hollowed him out and filled the empty spaces with rage.

No.

Her jaw clenched until her teeth ached. He had made his choices, day after day, bottle after bottle. And she was making hers.

Then she saw it.

Beneath the kitchen table, half-hidden under a chair leg like a forgotten secret, a small cloth doll. Summer. The seams were worn through in places, its colors faded by years of love, but she recognized it instantly. Estaria's prize. The one precious thing from her childhood she had managed to hold onto through all the dark nights and darker days.

The memory of that festival day washed over her—Estaria's determined face as he lined up his last ring toss, the pure joy in his eyes when he won, the way his hands shook slightly as he handed her the doll. She'd named it Summer, for its blue dress that matched the ribbons in her hair. It had been her constant companion since then, hidden carefully from Jeremiah's drunken rages, a tangible reminder that somewhere in the world, love existed without fear.

Angel exhaled sharply, her decision crystallizing in her mind. It wasn't far. She could be in and out before the fire fully took the house, before the flames claimed this last piece of her heart. Her hand drifted unconsciously to her stomach, where their child grew. One last risk, one last piece of her past to carry into their future.

Her body moved before she could second-guess herself, driven by desperation and determination in equal measure.

She grabbed the iron handle, yanked the door wide with trembling fingers—

And heat roared outward like a dragon's breath.

The air cracked like a thunderclap as fire burst through the threshold, a hungry, violent rush of superheated gas that seemed alive in its fury. Angel staggered back, throwing up her arms against the onslaught, but the force alone nearly sent her sprawling into the dirt. Her ears rang with a high-pitched whine, the smoke stung her eyes until tears streamed down her face, and a wall of scorching air stole her breath away.

Move. Now.

She blinked rapidly against the sweat blurring her vision, studying the inferno before her. The kitchen table where she'd eaten breakfast every morning of her life had become a dark island in a sea of orange flame. The walls she'd helped her mother paper were bubbling, the cheerful floral pattern blackening and peeling away in long, curling strips. And there, beyond it all, lay Summer, still untouched beneath the heavy oak table that had sheltered so many family meals, so many whispered conversations, so many bruised hopes.

Step forward with desperate purpose—

And her foot caught the damn lip of the doorway that she had tripped over every day of her life, betraying her in that crucial moment.

She pitched forward, arms flailing wildly in the smoke-filled air, and slammed face-first onto the floorboards with bone-jarring force. The impact drove what little air remained from her lungs, leaving her gasping. Stars burst across her vision, bright and cruel.

Pain burst across her forehead like lightning as her skull cracked against the wood. The room spun violently around her, making her stomach lurch. Smoke coiled around her like grasping fingers, filling her mouth, her lungs, burning her from the inside out with merciless intensity. Each breath felt like swallowing needles, but she couldn't stop herself from gasping, desperate for air that wasn't there.

No—no, get up.

Her fingers found the doll, clutching at its familiar softness. The fabric felt cool against her palm, a stark contrast to the infernal heat pressing down from above. She curled it into her palm, pushed herself up with trembling arms—

And the moment she stood, her vision darkened at the edges like an encroaching storm. A wave of dizziness slammed into her, stealing her balance and her hope in one cruel sweep. The room tilted wildly, the ceiling and floor trading places in a nauseating dance.

Too fast. Got up too fast.

Her knees buckled beneath her. She hit the floor again with a dull thud that seemed to echo through her bones. Above her, the ceiling beams groaned ominously, tortured wood preparing to give way.

This time, she didn't rise.

Her limbs felt heavy as lead, weighed down by more than just exhaustion. The floor was so hot beneath her it felt like pressing against a griddle, the fire crackling somewhere behind her, so close now she could feel its hungry breath on her neck. The heat was becoming unbearable, pressing down like a physical weight, squeezing the last remnants of air from her failing lungs.

She tried to crawl forward, but her muscles wouldn't listen to her increasingly desperate commands. The smoke was thicker now, rolling across the floor like a living thing, seeking entry into her nose, her mouth, her very being. Each shallow breath brought less oxygen than the last.

Through her blurring vision, she saw the doll in front of her, its familiar features distorting in the heat. The old cloth edges curling, blackening like autumn leaves. The blue dress—the same shade as those ribbons from so long ago—beginning to char and fade.

A small tongue of flame, almost beautiful in its deadly grace, licked at the fabric. For a moment, the doll seemed to glow from within, like a star going nova, before succumbing to the inevitable.

Angel exhaled softly, her grip loosening as consciousness began to slip away. Her thoughts turned to Estaria, to the child they'd created, to all the dreams that would now turn to ash alongside her. Her arms and legs managed another foot closer to the door. Her face reached toward the promise of fresh air.

A tall figure with dark hair wearing Estaria's shirt was running toward the house. She couldn't quite tell through the smoke, but she knew he had come for her.

She yelled, but the fire had stolen the air. Her arms gave way. Her cheek landed on the floor, which was strangely not hot at all.

She caressed her stomach as the doll filled her vision. She didn't remember it being a black doll. Had it always been black? She couldn't remember.

She closed her eyes for just a second. A brief rest so she can be ready when he saved her. When he saved them. Her and baby Thomas. Her child would wrestle a bear some day.

Estaria inhaled sharply, the world snapping back into place. The warmth of the kitchen pressed in around him—flour hanging thick in the air, fresh bread cooling on the worn wooden counter.

Klindon was smiling at him from across the table, her dark eyes fixed on his face. Too smooth. Too measured. Like a mask perfectly fitted.

Burl's weathered hand patted his back, the gesture meant to be reassuring. A fraction too firm, as if his father wasn't exactly sure what to do.

His breath came too fast, whistling between his teeth. His fingers curled into his knees until his knuckles went white, the rough fabric of his trousers bunching beneath his grip.

What the hell was that?

The vision still clung to him like cobwebs he couldn't brush away, the phantom heat of the fire licking at his skin, the crushing weight of smoke filling his lungs. But this was real. The kitchen with its familiar herbs hanging from the rafters. The house that had sheltered him since birth. His parents with him, watching with carefully concealed concern. He was here, safe in the heart of Appledale.

Then why did he feel like something was still wrong? Why did every shadow seem to hold a threat?

His pulse didn't slow, hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. His body was still coiled tight, ready to run at the first sign of danger.

And then—

A scent cut through the homey smell of fresh bread.

Faint. Acrid. Wrong.

Smoke.

His stomach twisted into a knot of ice, and the air grew thick in his throat.

He knew. With a certainty that made his blood run cold, he knew.

His boots slammed against the packed dirt road, breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps that tore at his throat. The orchard blurred past him in a rush of green and brown, twisted branches clawing at the darkening sky like desperate fingers.

Then—the scent hit him, acrid and unmistakable.

Smoke.

His stomach dropped, a physical weight that seemed to pull his entire body toward the earth.

The vision was real, horrifyingly, terrifyingly real.

By the time he reached the Blush house, it was too late. The flames had already consumed the roof, orange fire twisting through the wooden beams like serpents, devouring everything in its ravenous path. The heat struck his face like a physical blow.

He didn't stop. He ran straight in, past the threshold that crackled and groaned beneath his feet.

Angel was there.

Right where she had been in the vision, exactly as he had seen her, down to the way her hair fell across her face.

He barely had to cross the threshold. His hands found her shoulders, pulling, dragging, lifting her limp form from the inferno. The heat seared his arms through his sleeves, his lungs burned with every desperate breath, but he carried her out, stumbling and collapsing onto the grass.

She was soot-streaked, motionless, her skin already cooling despite the fire's rage. The charred remnants of the doll were still clutched in her delicate hands, its painted face melted and distorted.

Estaria already knew, with a certainty that hollowed out his chest and shattered something vital inside him.

She was gone.




Chapter 10: Convergence

The house smelled of parchment and lavender soap—warm, lived-in. A home.

Sara had barely spoken since opening the door, but she didn’t need to. Her silence was just as heavy as her words would have been. She led Estaria inside, studying him with unreadable eyes before vanishing into the kitchen.

Clara and Beth sat at the table, a half-finished lesson spread before them.

Beth saw him first. "Estaria!"

She scrambled from her chair, barreling into him before he could react. Her arms wrapped tight around his waist, squeezing like she might never let go. He barely had time to return the hug before she pulled back, grinning up at him. "Where’s Angel?"

Estaria’s stomach turned, but he forced himself to keep his expression neutral.

"Sit down, little bird. You too, Clara."

Clara hadn’t moved.

She was watching him—watching the empty space where Angel should have been.

Sara returned with a tray—four cups of tea, a steady hand, a perfectly measured presence. Not a single wasted movement. Not a single wasted word.

"It’s good to see you," she said, placing a cup in front of him before sitting. "A week’s ride is no small thing. You must be exhausted."

"I’ve had time to think," he said carefully.

Sara gave him a small nod. Clara didn’t blink.

Estaria took his time. He let the girls settle, let Beth take her first sip, let the warmth of the tea spread through the room.

Then, when everything was still—when everyone was as comfortable as they were ever going to be—he finally spoke.

"I came to bring you home."

Beth smiled. Clara frowned.

"Where’s Angel?" Clara asked.

The words weren’t sharp. They weren’t demanding. But they carried weight.

Estaria set his cup down carefully. His hands weren’t steady.

"Drink your tea, Clara."

She didn’t move.

Beth swung her feet under the table, still oblivious, still hopeful. "Did she stay behind? Is she packing our things?"

Estaria forced himself to look at Clara when he answered.

"She’s not coming."

Silence.

Sara’s cup never wavered. Her face remained unreadable. But something changed in her posture.

Beth’s feet stopped swinging. Her lips parted slightly, like she didn’t understand.

Clara gripped her cup too hard.

"Why not?" Beth asked, voice suddenly small.

"She—" Estaria’s throat closed. He swallowed, voice lower. "She’s gone, little bird."

Beth blinked at him, confused.

"Gone where?"

Clara placed her cup down—carefully, deliberately.

"How?"

Sara finally stopped watching him and looked at Clara instead.

"Clara—"

"No." Clara’s voice was steady, but her hands were shaking. "I want to hear him say it."

Beth buried her face in Sara’s side, sobbing before she even understood.

Estaria couldn’t look away from Clara.

She was waiting.

She already knew.

But she wanted him to say it.

The moment stretched, taut and endless.

The tea was still warm in his hands. The fire crackled in the hearth. The house smelled of parchment and lavender soap. Everything was still whole.

Beth curled against Sara’s side, cradling her cup, oblivious but safe.

Clara, however, was watching him.

"Where’s Angel?"

Estaria’s stomach clenched.

"Drink your tea, little bird."

Clara didn’t move. Her fingers tightened around the ceramic.

One second.

Two.

Beth swung her feet under the table, still smiling. Still waiting.

Three.

Four.

"Did she stay behind?" Beth asked. "Is she packing our things?"

Five.

Six.

Estaria set his cup down. His fingers weren’t steady.

"She’s not coming."

Seven.

Beth’s feet stopped swinging.

Eight.

Nine.

Clara blinked slowly. Processing. Calculating.

Ten.

Sara lowered her cup, carefully, deliberately.

Eleven.

Twelve.

Beth’s voice was smaller now. "Why not?"

Thirteen.

Fourteen.

Estaria forced himself to look at Clara.

"Angel told Jeremiah about the pregnancy."

Fifteen.

"There was a fire."

Sixteen.

Beth sucked in a breath, a small, sharp noise.

Seventeen.

Clara’s knuckles went white.

Eighteen.

Clara quietly demanded "Say the words."

Nineteen.

Twenty.

"She’s dead."

And the world shattered.


Beth let out a sharp, broken breath—then nothing. No wail, no sob—just a silence so unnatural it made Estaria’s stomach twist. She blinked at him, her little hands trembling against the edge of the table, waiting for the words to change.

They didn’t.

Then, the silence shattered.

"No!"

Beth pushed back from the table so fast her chair tipped over. She stumbled away from him, her tiny chest heaving.

"No, no, NO!"

Sara moved first. She was out of her seat before Estaria could react, catching Beth as she collapsed into gasping sobs. She pulled the child against her, rocking gently, murmuring something too soft to hear.

Beth clung to her, her cries raw, panicked, desperate.

Estaria had seen uncontrolled grief before. This was worse.

This was a child’s grief.

A grief that didn’t understand. A grief that couldn’t understand.

Beth buried her face in Sara’s shoulder.

"She’s not! She can’t be!"

Estaria couldn’t move. Couldn’t look away.

Sara’s hands smoothed gently over Beth’s back, a steady, calming rhythm. Her face remained still, composed.

But then—the smallest betrayal.

A single tear escaped down her cheek. Then another.

She didn’t wipe them away. She didn’t acknowledge them.

She only held Beth tighter.

Across the table, Clara still hadn’t moved.

She wasn’t crying. Wasn’t sobbing. Wasn’t breathing.

"Clara—" Estaria started.

Then, finally, she spoke.

"You got her pregnant."

Her voice wasn’t loud. Wasn’t shaking. But the weight of it landed like a blow.

Estaria swallowed. His throat burned.

Clara’s hands curled into fists on her lap. Tears slipped down her face, unbidden, unchecked. She blinked furiously, trying to force them back, but they kept falling.

"If she hadn’t—" Clara’s voice cracked. She looked away, squeezing her eyes shut, as if trying to hold the grief inside.

Beth’s sobs filled the silence.

Sara closed her eyes for half a second.

Clara inhaled sharply and wiped at her face, angry at herself for crying.

"She was supposed to leave him."

The words were barely above a whisper.

Estaria’s chest ached.

"She was going to take us with her," Clara choked. "But she couldn’t, could she? Because of you."

The room closed in.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a slow, aching blur.

No one was very hungry.

Sara made dinner, but Clara picked at her plate. Beth didn’t touch hers at all.

Beth cried until she exhausted herself. Clara didn’t cry again—but she didn’t speak to Estaria, either.

When Beth finally drifted into uneasy sleep, Clara climbed into bed beside her, turning her back to the door.

Estaria lingered a moment, watching them from the threshold.

Beth’s breath hitched in her sleep, her face puffy and tear-streaked. Clara lay stiffly, arms crossed, curled into herself. She wasn’t sleeping.

Sara stepped past him. She didn’t try to comfort them. Just pulled the blanket higher, tucked it around their shoulders, and gently smoothed Beth’s hair.

She turned toward the door. Estaria followed.

The living room was dim, the only light coming from the hearth. Sara moved wordlessly through the kitchen, returned with two cups of tea, and placed one in front of him.

She sat across from him, hands folded in her lap. Waiting.

Estaria took a slow sip. He barely tasted it.

Then, finally, he spoke.

"She told Jeremiah about the baby."

Sara didn’t react—not outwardly.

"I wasn’t there." He swallowed, staring into the fire. "She planned for it. She sent the girls to you first. She knew—she knew it wouldn’t go well."

Sara’s hands tightened slightly around her cup. She waited.

"I don’t know what he said. I don’t know what he did. But I know she ran. And by the time I—" His throat closed. He forced himself to keep going. "By the time I got there, the house was burning."

Sara exhaled slowly through her nose.

A long pause.

"You didn’t see it happen?"

"No."

Another pause.

Then—"Did you try?"

The question landed heavier than it should have.

Estaria stared into the fire. "I was too late."

Sara nodded, slow, deliberate. She took a sip of tea.

Then, finally—**finally—**she looked at him.

"Then tell me what you do know."

And he did.

Sara studied him in the firelight. Really studied him.

The shadows carved hollows into his face. His shoulders were slumped, his hands loose around the cooling cup of tea. He looked exhausted—physically, mentally, in every possible way.

For the first time, she saw it.

Not proof of innocence. Not absolution.

But grief.

True, unshaped, unscripted grief.

None of the patented Valens' manipulation

She exhaled slowly. Then, in a voice quieter than before, she said, "Get some sleep."

Estaria blinked at her.

"Tomorrow, I’ll pack the girls up."

She rose, smooth and deliberate, and left the room without another word.

The fire crackled softly.

He sank onto the couch, the warmth of the tea doing nothing to drive away the bone-deep chill inside him.

Sleep pulled at him almost immediately, dragging him under like a weight.

And just before the darkness swallowed him, he thought he heard something.

Soft. Muffled.

A sound from the other room.

A sound like quiet sobs.

He should get up. Check. Say something.

But his body wouldn’t move.

His mind slipped away.

And then, there was nothing.





Chapter 11: Parents

Sara woke before dawn, her consciousness surfacing like a slow tide.

It wasn't the cold that roused her, nor the stiffness in her joints. It wasn't even the quiet weight of grief pressing against her ribs, though it lingered there like an old wound. It was duty.

She moved through the house silently, efficiently, methodically, her footsteps ghosting across worn floorboards. Packing the girls' things with practiced care, folding each garment with precise movements. Preparing rations for the journey, measuring portions with the expertise of someone who knew exactly how far they needed to last. Checking the weather through the kitchen window, where gray clouds gathered on the horizon. Everything was practical, everything was necessary. But her mind wouldn't still, thoughts spinning like autumn leaves in a whirlwind.

Estaria had seemed genuine, his pain raw and unmasked when he'd spoken of Angel.

That should have brought some comfort, but it didn't.

Sara had learned long ago that grief and deception could wear the same face, both leaving tracks of tears that looked identical in the lamplight.

The Valens weren't to be trusted. She had left Appledale to escape them. And now, that same family had claimed her niece's life, their shadow reaching across the miles she'd put between them.

She set a loaf of bread into a satchel, tightening the strap with slow precision.

Estaria wasn't Klindon. She knew that with the same certainty she knew her own name. He wasn't Burl, either. But he had been raised by them, shaped by them, taught by them in ways that might run deeper than even he realized.

"Watch out for him, Clara," she had warned in private, when Beth was occupied with the horses. "He's not his parents, but he was raised by them."

She let out a slow breath that carried the weight of years.

It didn't matter if Estaria was genuine or not. What mattered was the girls. Keeping them safe from the machinations of powerful people. Keeping them away from whatever storm was coming, whatever consequences would follow in the wake of Angel's death . . . and Jeremiah's death, she mused. Funny that she kept forgetting that he died too. She shook her head and turned to wake the girls.'

By midmorning, the group was ready to leave, their preparations complete. The horses packed, everyone mounted, and saddlebags bulging with necessities. The road stretched long before them, winding away into uncertainty. Beth was too quiet, the absence of her normal chatter set a dreary mood for the trip. Clara was too stiff, her spine rigid with unspoken tension. Estaria's face was tired. He was carrying a weight for sure. It felt odd to hope that it was the weight of her niece's death.

Sara mounted her horse and took the lead, settling into the saddle with grim determination. They rode in silence, each lost in their own thoughts of what lay behind and what waited ahead.

Hours passed, each hoofbeat marking time's slow march forward. The sun climbed higher into the cloudless sky, harsh and unforgiving. The road blurred beneath them, an endless ribbon of dust and scattered stones.

Sara kept her focus on the path ahead, but her thoughts drifted like leaves in an autumn breeze.

She could almost hear Angel's voice, clear as spring water.

"I think he's going to propose."

Sara had barely looked up from her sewing at the time, the needle pausing mid-stitch. "Do you, now?"

Angel had beamed, her face glowing with such pure joy it had seemed to light up the whole room.

"He's been acting strange all week. Fidgeting with something in his pocket. And last night—last night he kept looking at me like he was trying to say something but didn't know how." Her words had tumbled out in an excited rush.

Sara had only smiled, watching her niece's happiness bloom. It was the kind of confidence only a girl in love could have, that absolute certainty that came with youth and passion.

"You're awfully sure of yourself."

"Of course I am," Angel had teased, twirling a loose strand of auburn hair around her finger. "I know him."

Sara's hands clenched the reins, leather creaking under her grip.

She had known him.

She glanced over her shoulder, at the man riding behind her. That same man, yet not the same at all. But now, his face was drawn, his posture heavy with invisible burdens.

Angel had known a version of Estaria that no longer existed, a young man untouched by tragedy and power.

Sara swallowed hard, forcing her gaze forward, away from the ghost of what had been.

Angel had been so alive that day, so certain about her future, her eyes sparkling with dreams yet to come.

But the future hadn't been certain.

The future had been fire, and ash, and endings no one could have foreseen.

Beth's legs ached from riding, but she barely noticed. The steady clip-clop of hooves seemed to echo the same word over and over: gone, gone, gone. She twisted a strand of Angel's old hair ribbon between her fingers, its once-bright pink now faded and frayed. Angel had given it to her last summer, saying she'd outgrown such childish things.

The morning sun felt wrong on her face. Too bright, too warm. Everything should be dark and cold, like in the sad stories Angel used to read to her. But instead, birds sang in the trees, and butterflies danced over wildflowers along the road. Beth wanted to scream at them to stop, to tell them they shouldn't be happy when Angel wasn't here anymore.

Her throat tightened. She wouldn't cry. Clara hadn't cried, sitting stiff and angry on her horse ahead. Aunt Sara kept looking back at them with worried eyes, but Beth pretended not to notice.

"Angel promised," she whispered to her horse's mane, so quietly no one else could hear. "She promised she'd teach me to make apple tarts this fall."

The memory of Angel in their kitchen, flour on her nose and laughter in her eyes, made Beth's chest hurt. She remembered how Angel would lift her up to reach the highest shelves, even after Mama said Beth was too big to be carried.

A rabbit darted across the road, and Beth's horse nickered softly. Angel would have pointed it out, made up a silly story about where it was going. Maybe to a rabbit tea party, or to visit its cousin the moon. Beth tried to think of a story herself, but all she could think about was Angel's empty chair at breakfast this morning.

"It's not fair," she mouthed silently, squeezing her eyes shut. She'd been mad at Angel for leaving with Estaria, for not taking her along like she sometimes did. Now that anger felt like stones in her stomach, heavy and cold. She hadn't even said goodbye properly.

The ribbon slipped from her fingers, caught by a breeze. Beth gasped, reaching for it, but it was already floating away. Like Angel was floating away, becoming less real with each hoofbeat that carried them toward home.

"Stop!" she cried out, pulling her horse to a halt. "The ribbon! Angel's ribbon!"

Aunt Sara turned back, concern etched on her face. "Beth, honey, it's just a ribbon. We can get you another one."

"No!" The word burst out of her like a thunderclap. "It was Angel's! I want Angel's!"

Her vision blurred with tears she couldn't hold back anymore. She saw Clara roll her eyes, saw Estaria half-rise in his saddle, but she didn't care. The ribbon was gone, just like Angel was gone, and nothing would ever be the same.

Beth slumped forward in her saddle, hot tears soaking into her horse's mane. She remembered the last time she'd seen Angel, how she'd sent her off to Aunt Sara's. If she'd known it was the last time...

"I want her back," she hiccupped between sobs. "I want my sister back."

The words felt small and useless in the vast morning air. Angel couldn't hear them. Angel couldn't hear anything anymore.

Her horse shifted underneath her, and Beth clutched at its mane. Angel had taught her to ride, holding the reins while Beth squealed with delight and fear. "I won't let you fall," Angel had promised. "Big sisters always keep their promises."

But Angel had fallen. Angel had broken her promise to always be there.

Beth wiped her nose on her sleeve, not caring that it wasn't ladylike. Angel would have scolded her gently, offered a handkerchief with a kind smile. But Angel wasn't here to scold her anymore.

The group had stopped now, waiting for her. Beth could feel their eyes on her, full of pity and worry. She wanted to disappear, to wake up and find this was all a bad dream. But the saddle was real under her legs, the sun was real on her face, and the empty space where Angel should be was real too.

She straightened up, trying to be brave like Angel would want. But inside, where no one could see, she held onto the memory of her sister's laugh, of warm hugs and shared secrets. She didn't know how to be Beth without being Angel's little sister. She wasn't sure she wanted to learn.

Clara rode ahead of the others, her horse's hooves kicking up small clouds of dust from the well-worn path.

Not far—just enough that she didn't have to look at them. Didn't have to feel them watching her with those pitying eyes, those careful glances that made her skin crawl.

She kept her hands tight on the reins, her spine straight, her face still as stone. The leather creaked beneath her grip, familiar and grounding.

Because if she let herself relax for even a moment, if she loosened that iron control, she might start crying. The tears were there, burning behind her eyes, threatening to spill over at any second.

And she wasn't going to cry.

Not in front of Estaria.

Beth's question wouldn't stop echoing in her head, a child's innocent words cutting deeper than any blade.

"How long is dead?"

Clara had wanted to scream at her. To shake her. To tell her that dead was dead, that it wasn't like waiting or sleeping or going away on a trip. That it didn't change. That it didn't go away, no matter how much you wished it would.

But she hadn't.

Because Beth didn't understand yet, couldn't understand, with her ten-year-old mind still believing in fairy tales and happy endings.

And that made Clara feel worse, like a stone in her stomach getting heavier with each step of her horse.

She was old enough to know the truth in all its brutal simplicity, but young enough to wish she didn't have to carry this knowledge, this weight.

It should have been different. Angel should have left sooner, before everything went wrong, before the fire and the screaming and the silence after.

She had planned to.

"She was supposed to take us with her," Clara thought bitterly, the words tasting like ashes in her mouth. "But she couldn't, could she? Because of him."

Her hands tightened on the reins until her knuckles went white.

Estaria had gotten Angel pregnant. He had made it harder for her to leave, had bound her to Appledale with chains of love and responsibility.

He was supposed to protect her, to keep her safe from their father's rage.

He had loved her, truly and deeply—Clara had seen it in the way he looked at Angel, the way his face lit up whenever she entered a room.

But he hadn't saved her when it mattered most.

Clara didn't know what to do with that knowledge, how to reconcile the Estaria who had made her sister laugh with the one who had failed to prevent her death.

She wanted to hate him. She should hate him. It would be easier if she did, if she could pour all her grief and rage into simple hatred.

But she couldn't.

And that made her even angrier, at him and at herself.

The road stretched long and quiet ahead of her, winding through fields touched golden by the late afternoon sun.

Clara imagined a different journey, one where the world hadn't shattered into pieces. One where Angel was still here, whole and alive and real.

Where she was riding beside her, smiling, teasing, promising that everything would be okay in that way that made you believe it just because she said it.

Where Angel was leading them away from Appledale, instead of buried beneath it in a grave Clara would never be able to visit.

But there was no other journey, no other path to take.

There was only this one, stretching out before them like an open wound.

Clara blinked hard, furious at the tears that wouldn't stay down, that insisted on blurring her vision despite her best efforts.

She pressed her lips together, swallowed past the lump in her throat, and forced her gaze forward into the setting sun.

She wasn't going to cry.

Not in front of Estaria.

Not where he could see the proof of how thoroughly he had failed them all.

Estaria watched Beth's slumped shoulders ahead of him, her small frame swaying with each step of her horse. Too young to carry such grief. Clara rode further ahead, her back rigid with anger that radiated from her like heat from a forge. Both of them stripped of childhood in different ways, both bearing wounds that would never truly heal.

He knew about wounds that didn't heal. The hollow ache in his chest where Angel should be throbbed with every heartbeat. But he was older, supposedly better equipped to handle such loss. These girls - they should be playing with dolls, arguing over whose turn it was to help with dishes, not traveling toward the ashes of their home and sister.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the road, and something tugged at the edges of his thoughts. A memory, sharp and clear as crystal: his mother's voice, speaking to his father after he'd told them about Angel's pregnancy.

"Well, that changes things."

The words had seemed innocuous then, lost in the whirlwind of emotion and subsequent tragedy. But now, pulled from the depths of his memory, they stuck like thorns. Why would Angel's pregnancy change anything for them? Their concern should have been for him, for Angel, for their future together.

His horse stumbled slightly on a loose stone, and Estaria steadied himself. The motion matched the way his thoughts stumbled, caught on another memory - his parents after the fire. Their faces had shown the right amount of shock, of sympathy. They'd said all the proper things about tragedy and loss.

But underneath...

His stomach churned as he remembered the gleam in his mother's eyes, quickly hidden behind a handkerchief. The way his father's shoulders had relaxed, just slightly, as if a weight had been lifted rather than added.

Victory. That was the word that fit. They'd acted like people who'd won something, not like parents whose son had just lost everything he loved.

The realization hit him like a physical blow, making him sway in his saddle. He gripped the reins tighter, his knuckles turning white with the force of his grip. His parents had always been calculating, always thinking three steps ahead. He'd known this, had even admired it in a way.

But this... this was different.

How many conversations had he overheard between them about the Blush family? How many times had his mother sent him to their orchard with seemingly innocent requests? How carefully had they monitored his growing relationship with Angel?

"Such a shame about Jeremiah's drinking," his mother had said one evening, her voice carrying just the right note of concern. "I wonder how it affects his judgment about the orchard?"

At the time, it had seemed like normal gossip, the kind that flowed through any small town. Now, though...

Estaria's thoughts raced, connecting moments he'd dismissed, conversations he'd overlooked. His mother's subtle questions about Angel, about the Blush family's finances. His father's increased interest in Jeremiah's business dealings.

And then Angel's pregnancy - which should have been a personal matter between two families - had "changed things."

The pieces were there, scattered like leaves in autumn, waiting to be gathered into a pattern he wasn't sure he wanted to see. His parents had always taught him to look for the story behind the story, to see the strings that moved people and events.

But what if the strings led back to them?

His chest tightened, making it hard to breathe. He forced himself to inhale slowly, to keep his face neutral. Ahead of him, Clara and Beth rode on, lost in their own grief, unaware of the storm brewing in his mind.

They were almost home to Appledale now. The familiar curves of the road, the way the trees thinned out to reveal glimpses of orchards in the distance - it all seemed different, tainted by his growing suspicions.

He watched a hawk circle overhead, free and distant from the tangles of human schemes. What would it see, looking down at them? A small group of travelers, weighted with loss, heading home. Or pieces on a board, moved by hands he'd never thought to question?

Sara watched the road ahead while keeping a careful eye on her charges. The girls rode silently, each wrapped in their private grief, but it was Estaria who drew her attention. Something had shifted in his demeanor over the last hour.

His shoulders, which had been bowed under invisible weight, slowly straightened. The change was subtle at first - a slight adjustment in his posture, a new tension in his jaw. But it was his eyes that truly caught her notice. The dull sheen of grief gave way to something sharper, more focused, as if he were solving a complex puzzle.

Before she could study him further, the familiar outlines of Appledale emerged through the trees. The sight of the town, usually so welcoming, now carried a weight of fresh sorrow. People stopped in the street as their small group passed, faces drawn with sympathy.

"Sara!" Mrs. Teller called from the bakery doorway. "I've made up rooms at the inn. Fresh linens and everything."

And so it began. Sara found herself swept into a whirlwind of practical matters. There were bags to unload, rooms to inspect, and a seemingly endless stream of well-meaning townspeople offering condolences and covered dishes.

"The poor dears," whispered Mrs. Hampton, pressing a meat pie into Sara's hands while glancing at the girls. "If there's anything we can do..."

Sara nodded, murmured appropriate thanks, and tried to shield Clara and Beth from the worst of the attention. Somewhere in the chaos, Estaria slipped away, heading toward the Valens estate. She meant to note the stiff set of his shoulders, the deliberate pace of his stride, but Mr. Teller was asking about sleeping arrangements, and Clara needed help with her bag, and Beth was fighting tears again.

The afternoon dissolved into evening. Sara settled the girls into their rooms, coaxing them to eat at least a little of Mrs. Hampton's pie. Clara maintained her stony silence, while Beth picked listlessly at her food before curling up in bed, still fully dressed.

Only now, sitting alone in her own room with the girls finally asleep down the hall, did Sara's thoughts return to Estaria. The change she'd noticed in him nagged at her mind. She'd seen that look before, on her late husband's face when he'd uncovered discrepancies in the merchant guild's books. It was the look of someone who'd found an answer they weren't seeking - and didn't like what they'd found.

But what had Estaria realized? What thoughts had occupied his mind during those quiet hours on the road? The grief in his eyes had been real enough - she'd seen that clearly. But something else had kindled behind it, something that had straightened his spine and hardened his gaze.

Sara moved to the window, looking out over the darkened streets of Appledale. In the distance, lights still burned in the Valens estate. She thought of Klindon Valens, always so perfectly composed, and Burl with his careful words. They'd been first to offer help after the fire, their generosity above reproach.

A cat yowled somewhere in the night, startling Sara from her thoughts. She shook her head, chiding herself for woolgathering when there was so much to be done tomorrow. The girls would need clothes, proper mourning attire. There were letters to write, arrangements to make.

Still, as she prepared for bed, Sara couldn't shake the memory of Estaria's face, of that gradual transformation from grief-stricken boy to someone who'd seen beneath the surface of things. Whatever realization had struck him on that long ride home, she suspected it would prove significant.

Down the hall, she heard Beth whimpering in her sleep. Sara sighed, pulling on her robe. There would be time enough for puzzling over Estaria's change later. Right now, her nieces needed her, and that was all that mattered.




Chapter 12: Deception

Estaria paused at the inn's threshold, his voice rough. "I'll be back in the morning to help with arrangements." Sara nodded, and he stepped into the cooling evening air.

The walk home stretched before him, a path he'd traveled countless times. The setting sun cast long shadows across Appledale's streets, and despite his best efforts, his gaze drew inevitably to the blackened ruins of the Blush house. His chest tightened as the memory crashed over him.

Angel's body had been so light in his arms, her skin cold despite the inferno around them. The doll she'd died trying to save was clutched in her rigid fingers, its once-pretty dress now charred beyond recognition. His tears had fallen onto her still face as he'd howled his grief to the uncaring sky.

Estaria squared his shoulders, forcing air into his lungs. Crying wouldn't bring Angel back. Crying wouldn't explain why his mother had watched him rush off to the fire with such calculated calm. Crying wouldn't reveal what his father knew about Jeremiah's descent into madness.

The Valens estate loomed ahead, windows glowing with warm lamplight. Such a peaceful scene. How many secrets lay behind those welcoming walls? He'd learned at his mother's knee how to navigate social expectations, and now those lessons served a different purpose.

Inside, he let his shoulders slump, let his steps drag. He didn't need to fake the exhaustion - that was real enough. His mother looked up from her needlework as he entered the sitting room.

"You've returned," Klindon said, her voice carefully modulated to show appropriate concern. "The girls are settled?"

"As well as can be expected." Estaria's voice cracked - also not feigned. "Sara's with them at the inn."

Klindon set aside her work, studying him with those measuring eyes. "You should rest, dear. It's been a trying few days."

Had she caught something in his tone? Some hint that her perfectly grieving son might be harboring suspicions? If so, she gave no sign, her face a masterwork of maternal concern.

"Yes, mother." He crossed to kiss her cheek - expected, proper, the motion of a dutiful son. Her skin was cool against his lips.

His father's study door was closed, lamplight showing beneath. Estaria paused, considering, then continued up to his room. Direct questions would yield nothing but carefully constructed answers. His mother had taught him that, too, though perhaps not intentionally.

In his bedroom, Estaria lay atop his covers, fully dressed, staring at the familiar ceiling. How many nights had he spent here, dreaming of Angel? Now those same rafters watched him plot against his own parents. The irony might have made him laugh, if everything didn't hurt so much.

His mother's methods were subtle, her manipulations intricate. She'd been weaving her webs since before he was born, each strand carefully placed, each connection precisely arranged. He'd need to be equally careful in unraveling them.

Voices drifted up from below - his parents, speaking too softly to make out words. Estaria closed his eyes, remembering countless dinner conversations, casual mentions of the Blush family's troubles, his mother's delicate suggestions about spending time with Angel. Had every interaction been calculated? Every seemingly innocent question part of a larger design?

The night deepened around him, but sleep remained distant. In the quiet darkness, Estaria began to sort through years of memories, examining each one for hidden meanings, searching for the first threads of his mother's web. Somewhere in that tangle lay the truth about Angel's death. He just had to find it.

Estaria's eyes burned as morning light filtered through his window. He'd barely slept, his mind churning through memories until exhaustion finally claimed him in the early hours. Each recalled moment felt tainted now, viewed through the lens of suspicion.

He pushed himself up, muscles protesting from lying tensely all night. The floor boards creaked beneath his feet as he crossed to his washbasin. The cool water did little to ease the redness around his eyes, but it helped clear his thoughts.

Dressing with careful attention to detail - his mother always noticed such things - Estaria arranged his features into a mask of weary grief. It wasn't difficult; the pain was real enough. The act was in hiding the anger that simmered beneath.

Downstairs, the familiar scent of fresh bread and coffee filled the air. His mother sat at the dining table, perfectly composed despite the early hour. She looked up as he entered, her dark eyes assessing.

"Good morning, dear," Klindon said, pouring him a cup of coffee. "Did you sleep?"

"Some," Estaria replied, accepting the cup. The ceramic felt warm against his cold fingers. "Thank you."

Burl entered, nodding to his son before taking his usual seat. "Sara sent word. She's meeting with Magistrate Collins this morning about the estate."

Estaria stared into his coffee. "The girls shouldn't be alone today. I thought I'd take them around town, let people offer their condolences." He glanced up, careful to keep his expression appropriately somber. "It might help them feel less isolated."

"How thoughtful," Klindon said, buttering a slice of bread. "Though I wonder if it might be too much, too soon?"

"They need to face it sometime," Estaria said, remembering Clara's accusing eyes. "Better with someone who..." He let his voice crack slightly. "Who understands."

His mother reached across the table to pat his hand. "Of course, dear. You've always had such a good heart."

Estaria forced himself to squeeze her fingers in return, though the touch made his skin crawl. How many times had those same hands guided events from the shadows?

After breakfast, he walked through Appledale's awakening streets. Shop owners swept their storefronts, farmers headed to their fields, all carefully avoiding the scorched remnants of the Blush house. A few offered quiet nods as he passed, their eyes full of pity.

The inn's common room was quiet when he arrived. Sara looked up from a stack of papers, her face drawn with fatigue.

"The girls are just finishing breakfast," she said. "Clara's still..." She trailed off, shaking her head.

"I know," Estaria said. "I thought we might visit some people today. Let them say their pieces."

Sara nodded slowly. "Might be good for them. Better than sitting here stewing."

Beth appeared first, her eyes red-rimmed but dry. Clara followed, jaw set in that stubborn line that reminded him so much of Angel when he had done something dumb. Neither spoke as they left the inn.

They started at the baker's, where Mrs. Thimbleton fussed over the girls and pressed fresh rolls into their hands. Between sympathetic clucks, she mentioned how the Valens had always been good customers, especially after old Mr. Blush's troubles began.

At the cooper's shop, Master Willis spoke of barrel orders that had suddenly dried up, leaving Jeremiah without work. "Strange timing," he mused, "right when your father was expanding his orchards."

Each stop revealed another thread, another connection. The seamstress who'd lost Jeremiah's business after a "misunderstanding" with Klindon. The carpenter who'd been warned away from hiring him. Small things, seemingly unrelated, but forming a pattern that made Estaria's stomach churn.

Clara watched him with growing awareness as the morning wore on. She might be young, but she wasn't blind to the undercurrent in people's careful words. Beth simply clung to his hand, accepting the constant flow of condolences with quiet grace.

By midday, Estaria's suspicions had solidified into certainty. His mother's web was vast, each strand carefully placed to guide events toward some predetermined end. But why? What could be worth Angel's life?

The answers weren't in these sympathetic faces or careful whispers. They lay behind his mother's measured smiles and his father's silent compliance. Somewhere in that house of secrets, he would find the truth.

For now, though, he had two grieving girls to protect. He bought them meat pies from the tavern, and they ate in the shade of an old oak tree, far from prying eyes and whispered stories. Clara picked at her food, shooting him occasional glances that held more questions than accusations now.

"We should head back," he said finally, brushing crumbs from his lap. "Sara will be wondering where we are."

Beth nodded, but Clara caught his sleeve. "You didn't know either, did you?" she asked quietly. "About any of it?"

Estaria met her gaze steadily. "No," he said. "But I'm going to find out."

Estaria rubbed his tired eyes as Sara spread another document across the inn's wooden table. The afternoon sun streamed through dusty windows, casting long shadows over the seemingly endless stack of papers.

"This one's about the orchard ownership," Sara explained, her finger tracing along the dense text. Clara leaned forward, her brow furrowed in concentration. "Since your father... since he's gone, we need to establish who makes decisions about the trees."

Beth had fallen asleep in her chair, her head resting against Estaria's arm. He didn't move, letting her find what comfort she could.

"But they're our trees," Clara said, her voice small but determined. "We helped plant them."

Sara nodded patiently. "Yes, but there are loans to consider. When someone borrows money, they sometimes use their property as..." She paused, searching for simpler words.

"As a promise," Estaria supplied quietly. "Like when you borrow Beth's doll, you promise to give it back. Your father promised the trees as a way to guarantee he'd pay back the money he borrowed."

Clara's eyes narrowed. "Who did he borrow from?"

Estaria's heart quickened as Sara shuffled through the papers. He'd been watching for hours, waiting for this moment. His father's elegant signature appeared on document after document, but always hidden beneath layers of other names, other arrangements.

"Here," Sara said, pointing to a column of numbers. "These are the amounts, and these are the dates they were borrowed."

Clara squinted at the page. "I can't read all the words."

"That's why we're going through them together," Sara assured her. "I won't sign anything you don't understand. I'm your legal guardian now, but this is YOUR home."

Estaria shifted carefully, trying not to wake Beth as he leaned closer to the document. His eyes scanned the text, recognizing his father's preferred contract structure. The same careful wording Burl had taught him during countless lessons in his study.

"This section," he said, indicating a particularly dense paragraph, "explains what happens if the loans can't be paid back."

Sara shot him a grateful look. "Exactly. And since your father..." She swallowed hard. "Since he's no longer here, we need to decide how to handle that."

Clara's small hand reached out, touching the signatures at the bottom. "Why are there so many names?"

"Sometimes people sell loans to other people," Estaria explained, his throat tight as he recognized another familiar pattern. "Like trading."

He'd seen it before - his father's preferred method of acquiring property. Buy the loans, wait for default, then claim the collateral. Clean, legal, and nearly impossible to trace back directly.

"But who owns them now?" Clara pressed.

Sara rifled through more papers, comparing dates and numbers. Estaria already knew what she'd find. The web of transactions would be complex, deliberately obscured through multiple transfers and arrangements.

Beth stirred against his arm, mumbling something in her sleep. Estaria gentled her back to rest, grateful for the distraction from his churning thoughts.

The afternoon crawled by, filled with explanations and questions. Sara's patience never wavered as she walked Clara through each decision, each signature. Estaria helped translate the legal language into terms a child could grasp, all while watching the evidence of his family's manipulation emerge piece by piece.

"I think that's enough for today," Sara finally said, noting Clara's glazed expression. "We can review the rest tomorrow when you're fresh."

Clara nodded, pushing away from the table. She'd signed three documents, each one carefully explained and discussed until she truly understood its meaning. Sara's insistence on clarity would have made the process much shorter if she'd been willing to simply tell Clara where to sign.

"Thank you for helping," Sara said to Estaria as she gathered the papers. "Your knowledge of contracts has been invaluable."

"Of course," he replied, gently waking Beth. "I'll come back tomorrow, if you'd like."

Sara nodded, her eyes knowing. "I'm sure there will be more questions."

Beth yawned and stretched, looking around in confusion. "Did I miss anything?"

"Just boring grown-up talk," Clara told her sister, taking her hand. "Come on, I'm hungry."

As Sara led the girls toward the inn's kitchen, Estaria remained at the table, staring at the scattered documents. His father's influence was there, hidden beneath layers of careful misdirection, but present nonetheless. Tomorrow would bring more evidence, more connections.

The question wasn't whether his parents were involved - that much was clear. The question was why they'd pushed Jeremiah so far, knowing what it might cost. What had been worth Angel's life?

He gathered his coat, his movements mechanical. Tomorrow would bring more answers, more pieces to this terrible puzzle. For now, he needed to return home and maintain his grieving facade. His mother would be watching, measuring his reactions, looking for any sign that he suspected the truth.

The setting sun painted Appledale's streets in shades of amber as Estaria left the inn. Another day gone, another stack of documents revealing the careful destruction of the Blush family's livelihood. He walked home slowly, his mind full of numbers and names, each one a strand in his mother's web.

Estaria stepped into his home, shoulders deliberately slumped with exhaustion. The scent of roasted meat and herbs filled the air - his mother's special recipe. His stomach clenched, but he couldn't tell if it was from hunger or anxiety.

"Welcome home, dear," Klindon called from the kitchen. She appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. "How are the girls?"

"They're..." He let his voice catch slightly, then cleared his throat. "Sara's been amazing. She went through every document with Clara today, explaining everything so carefully." He moved to the wash basin, focusing on scrubbing his hands to hide any telling expressions. "Clara's so strong, Mother. She asks such careful questions."

Klindon hummed sympathetically, returning to her cooking. "That's good. Children need structure at times like these. Please, sit. Dinner's nearly ready."

The table was set with their best dishes - the ones reserved for harvest festivals and important guests. Estaria settled into his usual chair, noting the extra care taken with the presentation. His father joined them, nodding silently as he took his seat.

The meal was elaborate: roasted duck with cherry sauce, glazed root vegetables, fresh bread still warm from the oven. His mother had outdone herself. Was this meant to be comforting? Or was there another message hidden in the extravagance?

Estaria picked at his food, taking small bites between appropriate pauses to stare distantly at nothing. He'd eaten perhaps half his portion when he pushed his plate away, hoping it matched the appetite of someone lost in grief.

"You should try to eat more," his mother said, her concern perfectly pitched. "You need to keep up your strength."

"I know. It's just..." He gestured vaguely, letting the words trail off.

His gaze drifted past her to his father's study door. It stood open, revealing the familiar desk where Burl spent his evenings with the ledgers. A memory surfaced: himself at seven or eight, standing on tiptoe beside that desk while his father attempted to explain the columns of numbers.

"These tell the story of our business," Burl had said, pointing to the neat rows of figures. "Each one has meaning, if you know how to read them."

He'd been too young then, more interested in playing than learning. But now...

The legs of his chair scraped against the floor as he stood abruptly, the sound yanking him back to the present. His mother's eyes tracked the movement, assessment hidden behind maternal worry.

"I think I'll turn in early," he said, forcing his voice to remain steady. "Thank you for dinner, Mother. It was..." He swallowed hard, as if fighting emotion. "It was wonderful."

Klindon rose to embrace him, and Estaria accepted the hug without stiffening. "Of course, dear. Sleep well."

He climbed the stairs to his room, mind fixed on those ledgers. The story of their business - and quite possibly, the story of Angel's death - lay written in his father's precise handwriting. He just needed to learn how to read it.




Chapter 13: Success!?

Estaria trudged through the bakery's back door early the next morning, inhaling the familiar scent of yeast and flour. Guilt gnawed at him - he should be at the inn with Sara and the girls. But the contracts there had revealed all they could. Now he needed to follow a different trail.

"Welcome back," Old Tom called from the ovens. Heat radiated from the brick walls as Estaria passed, making his skin prickle. "Wasn't sure when we'd see you again."

"Thanks." Estaria managed a wan smile. "Thought it was time to get back to work."

He settled at the small desk in the corner, pulling out the leather-bound ledgers. Their familiar weight provided an odd comfort. How many mornings had he spent here, carefully recording deliveries and sales? Now each entry held potential answers.

The sharp scent of cinnamon wafted past as someone opened the oven. His stomach growled, reminding him he'd skipped breakfast. A tray of pies cooled on the rack beside him - sympathy pies, no doubt. He'd seen dozens like them at the inn, brought by well-meaning neighbors for Clara and Beth.

"Quite a morning already," Tom commented, sliding another batch into the oven. "Seems like everyone wants pie these days."

Estaria nodded absently, already absorbed in the columns of numbers. He needed to relearn their rhythm, their patterns. Where had he seen that technique his father used? Start with the most recent entries, then work backwards...

There. His finger paused on a familiar name. Valens. The ink was faded, but the amount was clear enough. A substantial loan, dated... He squinted at the date. Right around when he'd started working here. His chest tightened.

"Stop it," he muttered to himself, forcing his attention back to the current month's entries. He couldn't let suspicion cloud his judgment. Not yet. Not until he had proof.

The morning stretched into afternoon. Estaria's neck ached from bending over the books, but he kept his place at the desk. He turned pages, made notes, asked appropriate questions about recent sales. All while his mind raced ahead, planning.

He needed those ledgers from home. The ones in his father's study would tell the real story - not just of the bakery, but of everything. Every "acquisition," every ruined family. But how? His mother's watchful presence made sneaking impossible. And his father...

The scratch of his pen paused. His father. Always so careful with his bookkeeping. Always insisting on handling certain accounts personally. The connections blazed bright in Estaria's mind, a web of carefully recorded destruction.

But he needed time alone in that study. Time to search properly, to understand the full scope. His parents would have to leave the house - both of them. But how?

Estaria rubbed his eyes, realizing the light had grown dim. He'd spent the entire day here, supposedly catching up on work, while his mind spun useless circles. The bakery's ledgers could wait. He needed a plan.

He carefully returned the books to their shelf, his movements mechanical. Tomorrow he would make his excuses to Sara. The girls would understand - or at least, they would eventually. Right now, he had to focus on uncovering the truth.

"Heading out?" Tom asked as Estaria gathered his coat.

"Yes. Thank you for..." Estaria gestured vaguely at the desk. "For letting me ease back in."

The old baker's eyes crinkled with sympathy. "Take all the time you need, lad. Some wounds heal slower than others."

If only he knew, Estaria thought as he stepped into the cooling evening air. Some wounds weren't meant to heal at all. Some were meant to fuel the fire of justice.

He walked home slowly, his mind still churning through possibilities. There had to be a way to get his parents out of the house. Some errand, some obligation they couldn't refuse. Something that would give him enough time to search those ledgers properly.

The answer would come. It had to. For now, he had to maintain his grieving facade, had to keep playing the role of the dutiful son. Each careful deception brought him closer to the truth - and to whatever justice he could wring from this tragedy.

Estaria lay in his bed, staring at the wooden beams above while his mind raced. Every creak of the house made him tense. His mother's footsteps passed his door twice already - her familiar, measured stride that revealed nothing of her thoughts.

The moonlight cast shadows across his room as he turned ideas over in his mind. Getting both parents out of the house seemed impossible at first, but then he remembered his mother's careful cultivation of political connections. How her eyes lit up at any mention of influence or power.

He sat up, inspiration striking. Tidalrest. The busy port town held exactly the kind of opportunities Klindon craved. A letter from the mayor might work - but it would have to be perfect. His mother would spot any flaw.

The next morning, Estaria rose early. His hand shook slightly as he selected the finest paper from his father's study. The morning light streamed through the window as he practiced the mayor's signature first on scraps, then carefully crafted the invitation.

He chose his words with precision, each sentence crafted to appeal to his mother's ambitions. "Regional trade developments" seemed appropriately vague yet important. He even added a small ink smudge - just enough to look authentic without appearing careless.

After placing the letter in the usual spot by the door where important correspondence arrived, Estaria hurried to work. The bakery's familiar warmth did nothing to calm his nerves. Each time the bell above the door chimed, he jumped, expecting his mother's knowing stare.

"More pies for the Miller wedding," Old Tom announced, breaking through Estaria's anxious thoughts. The routine tasks helped, but time crawled by like honey in winter.

Near midday, the bell chimed again. This time, familiar voices lifted his spirits.

"Estaria!" Beth's small voice carried across the bakery. She wasn't exactly smiling, but her eyes held more life than yesterday. Clara followed, standing straighter than she had since the fire, though shadows still lingered under her eyes.

"We thought we'd find you here," Sara said, adjusting her shawl. "Hiding in your numbers, I see."

"Not hiding," Estaria protested weakly. "Just..."

"Working through it?" Sara's understanding smile made his chest tight. "I'd do the same if I could. Better than sitting around dwelling on things."

Beth wandered over to peer at his ledgers. "What are all these numbers for?"

"They tell us how many pies we've sold," Estaria explained, grateful for the distraction. "See here? These are all the apple pies from last week."

Clara joined them, her usual sharp curiosity flickering briefly across her face. "That's a lot of pies."

They spent the afternoon together, the girls helping count inventory while Sara shared stories about their morning adventures in town. It wasn't quite happiness, but it felt like something healing. Something growing stronger, even if slowly.

As the sun began to set, Sara gathered the girls to leave. "Same time tomorrow?" she asked, and Estaria nodded, surprised by how much he meant it.

"I'd like that," he said, watching them go. The girls still moved carefully, as if the world might shatter again at any moment, but there was color in their cheeks now. It wasn't the same as before - it never would be - but it was something new. Something growing.

Turning back to his ledgers, Estaria tried to focus on work, but his thoughts kept drifting to the letter waiting at home. Had his mother found it yet? Would she believe it? The remaining hours of his shift stretched endlessly as he waited to discover if his plan would work.

Estaria's heart hammered against his ribs as he approached his house, each step carefully measured despite the blood rushing in his ears. The familiar path felt different today - charged with possibility. He took a steadying breath, adjusting his expression into what had become his habitual mask of grief.

Though perhaps, he considered, it was time to let that mask slip just a fraction. He'd maintained the same heavy silence, picked at his food, kept his eyes downcast for weeks now. Anyone watching would expect small changes to emerge. A gradual return to life.

The thought steadied him as he reached for the door handle. When it swung open, he nearly stumbled - several travel packs sat neatly arranged by the entrance, their leather straps pulled tight and buckled.

"Ma? Pa? You going somewhere?" His voice carried through the quiet house.

"In here, dear." His mother's voice drifted from the kitchen.

The scene that greeted him was oddly domestic - his parents finishing their evening meal without him. Steam still rose from their nearly empty plates. The unusual timing made the hair on the back of his neck rise.

"Sorry dear, we're in a bit of a hurry tonight." Klindon gestured to the waiting plate at his usual spot. "Sit, there's enough for you. Mind you eat up. It won't do to have you starve."

Estaria studied them both carefully as he took his seat. His father seemed distracted, checking his pocket watch more than once. His mother's movements were precise as always, but held an undercurrent of urgency he rarely witnessed.

They rose from their chairs, gathering the last of their dishes. His mother paused to kiss his cheek - another oddity. "We'll be out of town for a couple of days," she explained, smoothing her skirts. "Business matters in Tidalrest that simply can't wait."

His father squeezed his shoulder in passing. "Take care of yourself, son."

Estaria picked up his fork and began eating with more enthusiasm than he'd shown in days. From the corner of his eye, he caught his mother's approving nod before she turned away.

The door closed behind them with a soft click, leaving Estaria alone with his thoughts and half-finished meal. He chewed slowly, processing what had just occurred. The plan had worked - better than he'd dared hope. In all his years, he'd never known his parents to leave town together, let alone with such obvious eagerness.

Something about their rapid departure nagged at him, but he pushed the thought aside. What mattered was that they were gone, leaving him free to search for answers.




Chapter 14: Hairpin

The house felt different without his parents' presence—lighter somehow; and sleep came quickly. The next morning, though, he was up with the sun, after dreaming about fire all night.

He dressed quickly and headed to the inn, eager to see Sara and the girls. The morning air carried the scent of fresh bread and flowering trees, reminding him of simpler days. He found them in the dining room, Beth already halfway through a bowl of porridge.

"Join us?" Sara gestured to the empty chair.

"Actually," Estaria said, "I was hoping you'd all come to breakfast at my house. It's too quiet there this morning."

Beth's face lit up. "Can we, Aunt Sara?"

Sara studied Estaria for a moment before nodding. "That would be lovely."

They walked back together, Beth skipping ahead while Clara stayed close to Sara. Estaria prepared a simple breakfast of eggs, toast, and the last of his mother's preserved peaches. The kitchen filled with comfortable chatter as they ate.

"Everyone's being so nice," Beth said between bites. "Mrs. Miller gave us another pie yesterday."

Clara rolled her eyes. "If I never see another pie, it'll be too soon." A ghost of her old spark flickered in her voice.

"The whole town's been very generous," Sara agreed, running her fingers through Clara's hair. "Which makes what I need to tell you a bit easier, Estaria." She set down her fork. "All the paperwork is finished. I've decided to take the girls back to Convergence with me."

Estaria's piece of toast stopped halfway to his mouth.

"Clara's giving up her rights to the land," Sara continued, her hand still gentle on Clara's head. "We discussed it yesterday."

"I don't want to be in Appledale anymore," Clara said quietly, staring at her plate. "Too many memories."

Sara reached across the table to touch Estaria's hand. "You're welcome to visit us anytime, of course. The girls would love that, wouldn't you?"

Beth nodded enthusiastically, but Estaria barely noticed. His mind reeled. He'd been so focused on uncovering his parents' secrets, on understanding what had happened, that he hadn't considered the girls might leave. The timing felt wrong—too neat, too convenient. Just when his parents left town, Sara announced she was taking the girls away.

"When?" The word came out rougher than he intended.

"End of the week," Sara said. "We've already started packing."

He watched Beth steal the last peach from Clara's plate, saw Clara's halfhearted swat at her sister's hand, and felt something inside him crack. These girls were the last piece of Angel he had left, and soon they'd be gone too. The realization sat heavy in his stomach as he cleared away the breakfast dishes, their cheerful conversation washing over him like waves on a distant shore.

Estaria swallowed the lump forming in his throat and forced himself to nod. “That makes sense.” His voice sounded distant, even to himself.

Sara rose to give his hand a squeeze before turning back to the girls. “We’ll have plenty to do before we go, but we’ll make time for a few good memories too.”

Clara shrugged, still avoiding everyone’s eyes. Beth hesitated, then muttered, “Maybe we could visit the creek again.”

Sara tucked a stray piece of hair behind Clara’s ear. “That sounds like an excellent memory.”

Estaria barely heard them. His gaze had drifted to the chair across from him, where Angel used to sit in the Blush farmhouse. He could still picture Angel balancing her spoon on her nose, Clara rolling her eyes, and Beth giggling as she tried to copy her.

His chest tightened. That kitchen didn’t exist anymore. That family didn’t exist anymore. And soon, the girls wouldn’t be here either.

Beth nodded absently. Then she stopped abruptly, her hand flying to her hair, searching for something. “Oh no! My hair pin!”

"What pin?" Sara asked, turning to Estaria for clarification.

"The one Angel gave me." she turned to Clara, "Remember? It was mom's," Beth's lower lip trembled. "I left it at the cabin last time. I need it."

Estaria's chest tightened at the mention of the cabin. He could picture the hair pin perfectly—Angel had worn it for years, and given it to Beth when her bunny died last year.

"I'll fetch it for you," he said, forcing his voice steady.

"No!" Both girls spoke at once. Clara stepped forward, chin lifted. "We want to go too. We haven't been there since—" She broke off, swallowing hard.

"I said I'll get it." The words came out sharper than he'd intended. The thought of returning to the cabin made his hands shake. He hadn't been there since the fire: and he couldn't bear to have the girls see him fall apart there.

"But—" Beth started.

Sara stepped between them, smoothing Beth's hair. "Actually, girls, I need your help with something important. Remember those new dresses Mrs. Miller brought over? We need to try them on before we pack them." She caught Estaria's eye. "That way Estaria can fetch the hair pin while we're busy."

Beth's face scrunched up. "But I want—"

"And," Sara continued, "I thought we might stop by the bakery afterward. I heard they have fresh sugar cookies today."

Clara's expression softened slightly. "The ones with raspberry jam?"

"The very same." Sara guided both girls toward the street. She glanced back at Estaria, understanding clear in her eyes.

He managed a weak smile, grateful for her intervention. She nodded once, then turned her attention back to the girls, already discussing which dress Beth should try first.

Estaria watched them go, his heart hammering against his ribs. The cabin waited for him, filled with memories he'd been avoiding. Angel's laugh still echoed in every corner. Her touch lingered on every surface. But Beth needed that hair pin, and he couldn't let his pain keep it from her.

He took a deep breath, steadying himself. The morning sun warmed his face as he started down the familiar path, each step carrying him closer to the place where his happiness had lived and died.

Estaria's boots crunched along the familiar path, each step stirring memories like autumn leaves. The morning sun filtered through the canopy, dappling the ground in patterns he and Angel had traced countless times before. His chest ached at the thought of her name, but he kept walking.

A jay called overhead, its harsh cry cutting through the stillness. He remembered how Angel would mimic their calls, convinced she could speak their language. The thought brought an unexpected smile to his lips, quickly followed by that familiar hollow feeling in his gut.

The path curved around an ancient oak, its branches reaching across the trail like gnarled fingers. Just beyond it lay the fallen maple they'd encountered last spring. He paused, running his hand along its weathered bark. The afternoon they'd cleared it played out in his mind with painful clarity.

"You don't have to help," he'd insisted, rolling up his sleeves. "You'll get your dress dirty."

Angel had laughed, already tucking her skirts up. "Since when have I cared about getting dirty?"

She'd grabbed one end of the trunk before he could protest further, her face flushed with determination. They'd ended up covered in dirt and bark dust, but the path was clear in less than an hour. Angel had worn those smudges of earth like badges of honor, even as her father grounded her for unlady-like behavior that evening.

Estaria's hand trembled against the old maple. He pulled away, continuing down the path. Willow Lake emerged through the trees, its surface mirror-smooth in the morning stillness. Their cabin stood just as they'd left it, though the wood had weathered slightly in the weeks since he'd last visited.

The ancient willow's branches swayed gently in the morning breeze, its leaves casting shifting shadows across the ground. Estaria's steps slowed as he approached, each footfall heavy with memory. The tree's massive trunk still bore the smooth patch where they'd worn away the bark from countless afternoons of sitting against it.

He could see Angel there now, her auburn curls catching the sunlight as she read aloud from one of Clara's adventure books. Her voice would rise and fall with the story, giving each character their own distinct tone. Beth would always sit closest to her, Brando squirming in her small arms as she petted him with enthusiasm that made Angel pause her reading.

"Gently, Beth," Angel would say, marking her place with a finger. "Remember what we talked about? Soft touches make happy bunnies."

Beth's face would scrunch up in concentration as she adjusted her grip, her little hands moving more carefully over Brando's grey fur. "Like this?"

"Perfect." Angel's smile would light up her whole face before she'd return to the story.

Clara usually sprawled in the grass nearby, pretending not to listen while secretly hanging on every word. Sometimes she'd correct Angel's pronunciation or argue about a character's motivation, but mostly she'd just lay there, twirling a piece of grass between her fingers and watching clouds drift overhead.

Estaria remembered how the willow's shade kept them cool even on the hottest summer days. He'd bring his own books sometimes, content to read separately while still sharing the peaceful afternoon. The quiet would wrap around them like a comfortable blanket, broken only by the rustle of pages, Beth's whispered conversations with Brando, and the occasional dramatic flourish from Angel's storytelling.

Those had been simple days. Happy days. Before Brando died and left Beth heartbroken. Before Angel gave Beth her mother's hairpin to help her cope with the loss. Before everything else fell apart.

His fingers traced the smooth patch on the trunk. The bark felt warm under his touch, alive with memories of laughter and stories and quiet companionship. He could almost hear Beth's small voice asking Angel to "do the voices" for her favorite parts, or Clara's exasperated sighs when Angel would deliberately mispronounce words just to tease her.

The cabin emerged from behind the willow's curtain of leaves, and Estaria's steps faltered. His throat tightened as memories washed over him like waves against rocks. The worn path to the door still showed signs of their footprints, now softened by recent rain.

Angel would always know when he was coming. He never figured out how—she'd claimed it was because the birds told her, but he'd suspected she simply memorized his schedule. The wooden door would fly open, and she'd race down the path, her auburn curls streaming behind her like autumn leaves caught in a breeze.

"You're late!" she'd call out, even when he wasn't. Then she'd launch herself at him with complete trust that he'd catch her. He always did, though sometimes they'd both end up stumbling dangerously close to the lake's edge, laughing as they regained their balance.

Once, they hadn't quite managed it. They'd toppled right into the shallows, splashing water everywhere. Instead of being upset about her soaked dress, Angel had simply pulled him deeper, claiming they might as well go swimming now that they were wet. They'd spent the afternoon in the water, their clothes drying on sun-warmed rocks while they floated on their backs, pointing out cloud shapes until the sun started to set.

Estaria's hand shook as he reached for the cabin's door handle.

He pushed the door open, and stepped across the threshold. His eyes took in the room.

The fireplace - The fire crackled steadily now, casting dancing shadows across the walls. They'd added simple furnishings over time: a sturdy table, two chairs, some shelves that held their fishing gear and the collection of interesting stones Angel insisted on bringing back from their walks. A worn but comfortable mattress lay in the corner, piled with blankets for the times when their explorations ran late, and they told their families they were staying with friends in town.

Estaria was so lost in thought that he didn't hear the soft footsteps approaching behind him. Suddenly, warm hands covered his eyes, and a familiar voice whispered, "Guess who?"

Before he could respond, Angel's weight hit his back, throwing him off balance. They tumbled forward, Estaria twisting to avoid the fireplace. They landed in a tangle of limbs on the wooden floor, Angel's laughter filling the small space.

"You're supposed to guess!" she protested through her giggles, her auburn curls falling around them like a curtain.

"Let me think," Estaria pretended to ponder, even as his arms wrapped around her waist. "Could it be that merchant's daughter we met in the southern village? She seemed quite interested in Appledale's finest baker."

Angel swatted his chest, her hazel eyes narrowing playfully. "Don't even joke about that. I saw how she was looking at you."

"Oh? And how was she looking at me?" He grinned up at her, enjoying the way her cheeks flushed.

"Like you were a fresh-baked honey cake." Angel leaned down, her nose brushing against his. "But you're my honey cake."

Tears stung his eyes as he walked toward the corner where they kept their expedition packs. Her pack had always been 10 lbs too heavy for her, but she never let him carry it for her.

Estaria knelt beside the pack, his fingers tracing the worn leather before undoing the buckles. The scent of old canvas and dried pine needles rose as he pulled it open, stirring ghosts he wasn’t ready to face. He reached inside, feeling past coils of rope and a weathered map before his hand brushed something familiar—soft, delicate, and tucked carefully in the corner. He pulled it free, and the moment he saw it, the cabin around him blurred.

A folded scrap of parchment, edges curled from years of handling. He knew what was inside without opening it—Angel’s sketch of the Azure Stag, drawn on a cold morning when she was still breathless from seeing it with her own eyes. “Proof,” she’d declared, shoving the charcoal into his hand and grinning. “When we find it again, I’ll get the details right.” They never did. He swallowed hard, running a thumb over the faded lines, remembering the way she had refused to believe it was just a trick of the mist.

Beneath the sketch, his fingers closed around something small and smooth—cool metal against his skin. He pulled it out and stared at the tarnished coin, its once-polished surface dulled by time. The Trader’s Gamble. Angel had won it in that absurd game of cards, laughing as she bluffed her way through a table full of seasoned merchants. "Luck's just another skill, Estaria," she’d whispered when she tossed him the winnings, eyes dancing with mischief. They’d lost most of the silver in their escape, but she had kept this single coin, swearing it was a good-luck charm. Now it felt heavier than it should—like all the luck had drained from it the moment she died.

Tears blurred Estaria's vision as he closed the satchel. No hair pin. He'd have to tell Beth he couldn't find it. His throat tightened at the thought of her disappointment.

As he moved to return the pack to its corner, something caught his eye—a small knife strapped to the side. His fingers trembled as he pulled it free, running along the distinctive blade. The metal felt cool against his skin, its golden-brown tinge catching the morning light filtering through the cabin's window.

The knife transported him instantly to that day across the mountains in Southern Gaiadra. They'd been exploring, as usual, when they stumbled upon the remains of an old cottage. The structure had reminded him of their own cabin—simple, tucked away from the world, holding its secrets close.

Angel had immediately started poking through the abandoned home while he hung back, watching her childlike enthusiasm with amusement. The rotting drawers had groaned under her touch as she rummaged through them, undeterred by the layers of dust and debris.

Her sudden squeal had made him jump. "Look what I found!" She'd spun toward him, holding the knife with reverence. The blade was unlike anything he'd seen before—wide and flat, perfectly balanced. An intricate ferret danced across the metal, its form so detailed it seemed almost alive.

"Angel, we can't just take—" he'd started to protest.

She'd cut him off with that familiar sparkle in her hazel eyes. "If they wanted it, they would have held onto it!" Her voice had carried that particular tone that meant her mind was made up, the same one she'd used when deciding to keep their cabin, when planning their adventures, when choosing him.

The memory faded, leaving Estaria alone in their cabin, clutching the knife while tears rolled freely down his cheeks. The blade felt heavier now, weighted with memories of her bright smile and unwavering certainty. His fingers traced the ferret's outline, feeling each groove and line that had so delighted her that day.

The words echoed in Estaria's mind, twisting with each repetition. "If they wanted it, they would have held onto it." Angel's voice, light and carefree, morphed with each pass through his memory. The cabin's wooden walls seemed to close in, amplifying the sound until it became something else entirely.

"If you wanted me..." Her voice turned accusatory, piercing through time itself. "You should have held onto me."

The knife trembled in his grip. Dust motes danced in the shafts of morning light, looking too much like the ash that had filled the air that night. His chest constricted, memories of smoke and screams threatening to overwhelm him.

"Why?" The word tore from his throat, raw and ragged. "Why did you go back for that bastard?"

The ferret on the blade caught the light, its metallic eyes seeming to mock him. Estaria's fingers whitened around the handle as rage bubbled up through his grief like magma through stone.

"After everything he'd done to you!" His voice rose, bouncing off the cabin walls. The peaceful morning outside seemed to retreat, leaving him alone with his fury. "The bruises! The cuts! The fear in your eyes when you thought he might find our cabin!"

Estaria surged to his feet, the knife thrust out before him like an accusation. "He beat you! Killed your mother! He destroyed everything he touched!" Spittle flew from his lips as he shouted at the blade, at the memories, at the ghost of Angel that haunted every corner of their sanctuary.

"And still—" His voice cracked. "Still, you ran back into that burning house for him!" The words echoed off the walls, each reflection striking him like physical blows.

Sunlight glinted off the strange metal of the blade, catching tears he hadn't realized were falling. They splashed onto the ferret's intricate form, making it seem to writhe in the changing light.

His breaths came in harsh gasps, the sound of his own heartbeat thundering in his ears. The morning birds had gone silent outside, as if even they knew better than to interrupt his grief. The knife in his hand felt impossibly heavy, weighted with all the questions that would never have answers.

The cabin offered no response, just the hollow echo of his own broken accusations. The knife caught another shaft of sunlight, and for a moment, the ferret's eyes seemed to hold all the judgment he felt he deserved.

Estaria spun toward the door, knife gripped tight, ready to hurl it into the lake's depths. The blade caught the morning light, and in that flash, he saw them—wisps of orange and gold, dancing at the edges of his vision. Fire phantoms. His hand trembled, the knife nearly slipping from his grasp.

The memories crashed over him like a wave. That night, returning from their southern expedition, breathless with tales of mysterious spirits that emerged from flame. Angel had insisted on building a fire, determined to see if the stories were true. The wood had crackled and popped, sending sparks spiraling into the darkness.

And there they'd been—translucent figures swaying in the firelight, their forms fluid and ethereal. Angel had gasped, her fingers digging into his arm. "Do you see them?" she'd whispered, her voice filled with wonder. The phantoms had danced around them, trailing ribbons of light that seemed to pulse with an unheard rhythm.

The scent of Angel's hair filled his nose—pine needles and wildflowers and something uniquely her. She'd pulled him to his feet, laughing as they spun among the spirits. Her body had pressed against his, warm and alive, moving to that secret melody only they could hear. The fire phantoms had swirled faster, matching their movements, until he couldn't tell where the spirits ended and they began.

His chest constricted as the memory shifted. Angel's hands sliding up his back, her lips finding his in the darkness. The way she'd whispered his name like a prayer. Their bodies had moved together, creating their own dance, more intimate than any phantom could mirror. The fire's warmth had painted her skin golden, every touch electric, every breath shared between them charged with something ancient and profound.

Love surged through him, pure and devastating. But rage followed close behind, a dark tide threatening to drown the precious memory. How dare she leave him? How dare she make him remember this? The two emotions warred in his mind, tearing at his sanity like wild beasts.

The knife bit into his palm, and he welcomed the pain. It was real, unlike these ghosts that tormented him. But the memories wouldn't stop. Angel's fingers tracing patterns on his skin. The soft sounds she'd made as he'd kissed her neck. The perfect rhythm they'd found together, as natural as breathing. Love and lust and anger all tangled together in a tapestry of sensation that had seemed unbreakable.

His mind splintered under the assault of conflicting emotions. Love so deep it threatened to shatter him. Rage hot enough to burn the world. Desire that still ached in his bones. The fire phantoms danced faster, mocking him with their eternal dance, reminding him of everything he'd lost.

The scream ripped through him like tearing sinew. It burst from his throat, raw and ragged, and the valley threw it back—mocking, endless. Birds took flight in panic, small animals darted for cover, and still he screamed. He screamed for the love that had been ripped away, for the rage that consumed him, for the memories that wouldn't let him go. He screamed until his voice gave out, until the fire phantoms disappeared, until only the empty cabin remained to witness his grief.

Estaria's knees hit the wooden floor, his body curling around the knife like it was the last anchor to reality. The memories crashed over him in waves, each one threatening to drag him under completely. His chest felt hollow, as if something vital had been carved out, leaving only raw edges and bleeding wounds that would never heal.

The knife burned in his grip. Not with physical heat at first, but with something deeper—like the press of summer sun against bare skin, or the lingering warmth of Angel's touch. His fingers clenched tighter, refusing to let go even as the metal bit into his palm. Blood welled up, dark and sticky, dripping onto the cabin's weathered floorboards.

Something inside him fractured. He felt it snap like ice in spring thaw, a fundamental breaking that went beyond bone and flesh. The hole in his chest yawned wider, threatening to swallow him whole. He couldn't survive this. Not alone. Not without her.

The knife's heat intensified, no longer just a memory of warmth but real, tangible heat that should have made him drop it. Instead, his grip tightened further. Blood flowed faster now, but the pain felt distant, unimportant compared to the burning that spread up his arm.

The ferret on the blade seemed to writhe, its metallic form catching the morning light in impossible ways. The heat built and built, until the knife glowed with an inner fire that matched the inferno in his chest. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, each pulse sending waves of scorching energy through his body.

The blade's heat pierced deeper than flesh, reaching for something essential within him. Or perhaps it was the other way around—something in him reaching for the knife, desperate for an anchor, for anything to keep him from dissolving completely into grief.

The distinction between metal and flesh blurred. The knife's heat became his heat, its edges his edges. Blood dripped steadily onto the floor, but Estaria barely noticed. The burning sensation spread up his arm, across his chest, until his entire body thrummed with it.

He gasped as the final barrier dissolved. The knife wasn't just in his hand anymore—it was part of him, its strange metal merged with his essence. The ferret's dance became his heartbeat, its metallic eyes his window to a world that suddenly felt both more real and more distant than before.

Estaria's body hit the mattress with a soft thud, his muscles aching from the weight of the day. As his head sank into the pillow, Angel's scent enveloped him—wildflowers and pine, mixed with something uniquely her. His throat tightened as memories flooded back: her hair spread across this same pillow, her quiet laughter in the darkness, the way she'd curl into him during cold nights.

Sleep pulled at him, dragging him down despite his resistance. He didn't want to dream. Didn't want to face what waited in the darkness. But exhaustion won, and the world blurred.

In his dreams, strange creatures emerged from shadows. A deer with bark for skin, its antlers flowering with metallic blooms that chimed softly as it moved. Its eyes, deep and knowing, held him in place. You weren't there, they seemed to say. You let her burn.

The deer morphed into a fox whose tail ended in thorny vines, each thorn tipped with silver that caught non-existent light. Its face reminded him of how Angel's skin had flushed when he'd traced kisses down her throat, how she'd gasped his name in the darkness.

A bird made of twisted copper and oak leaves perched before him, its wings spreading to reveal patterns like the ones Angel's fingers had drawn on his back. She brought life, it sang in a voice of metal on metal. She made the world bloom, and you let her wither.

Each beast bore impossible combinations of nature and metal, living things frozen in precious alloys. A rabbit with rose-gold whiskers and emerald eyes hopped past, its movement reminding him of how Angel had danced through their cabin. A wolf made of silver bark prowled the edges of his vision, its howl carrying echoes of her laughter.

They circled him, these impossible creatures, each one a testament to what he'd lost. Each one carrying a piece of Angel in its hybrid form. The way she'd moved. The sound of her voice. The feel of her skin against his. The life she'd carried inside her.

Their accusations pressed against him like physical weights. You failed her. You weren't quick enough. You weren't strong enough. You weren't there.

The creatures began to fade, their metallic parts turning to dust, their natural elements withering away. As they disappeared, so did the memories they carried—Angel's touch, her warmth, her life-giving presence. Everything that had made her real began to slip away, leaving only silence.

The quiet settled over him like a heavy blanket, muffling even his thoughts. No more accusations. No more memories. Just emptiness, vast and complete, swallowing everything that Angel had been, everything she had meant to him.

In that silence, Estaria floated, untethered from even his grief, as consciousness slipped further and further away.

When Estaria woke, harsh sunlight streamed through the cabin's window. His eyes felt gummy and swollen, crusted with dried tears. Confusion washed over him as he realized he'd actually slept—not the fitful dozing that usually plagued him, but deep, peaceful sleep.

He moved to push himself up from the mattress, and white-hot pain lanced through his hand. Looking down, he saw the deep gash across his palm, blood dried black around the edges. The wound was serious enough that he wouldn't be able to use the hand until it healed properly.

The knife lay on the wooden floor beside the bed where it had fallen during the night. Without thinking, Estaria reached for it with his good hand. The moment his fingers brushed the metal, emotions crashed through him like a wave—burning rage, desperate love, raw desire. All the feelings from the previous night slammed into him with physical force.

He jerked his hand back as if the blade had scorched him, and the surge of emotions subsided. His breath came in short gasps as he tried to make sense of what had happened. Something had changed last night, something profound, but he couldn't focus on that now. The sun's position told him it was nearly midday. Beth would be waiting for him.

Gritting his teeth, Estaria grabbed the knife again. The emotions poured into him once more—Angel's touch, her scent, the heat of their shared passion, the bitter ashes of loss. Working quickly, he tucked the blade into his belt, and the intensity of the feelings faded to a manageable hum.

He scanned the cabin's interior, looking for one last item. There—the silver hairpin glinted in a shaft of sunlight, nearly hidden beneath a fallen blanket. Estaria snatched it up, trying not to think about how often Angel had used it to pin back her auburn curls.

With the pin secured and the knife at his hip, Estaria turned toward the door. Each step felt heavy as he prepared to leave their sanctuary and return to town, to face the world without her once again.

Estaria's boots crunched along the path as morning light filtered through the trees. His mind felt impossibly clear, like a pond after a storm has settled. He touched the wound on his palm, the pain sharp but somehow distant. The strange events of last night had changed something fundamental within him.

A willow tree swayed ahead, its branches dancing in the breeze. Yesterday, that tree had been a knife to his heart—the place where Angel had first kissed him, really kissed him, not just the playful pecks of childhood. Now, looking at those graceful branches, he felt warmth spread through his chest. He remembered her fingers tangled in his hair, the taste of honey on her lips, the way she'd laughed when they finally broke apart.

The memory didn't tear him apart. It filled him instead, like sunlight through leaves.

He turned toward Willow Lake, where memories of Angel saturated every stone and blade of grass. There, she'd taught him to skip stones. By that fallen log, they'd shared fresh-baked bread and dreams of the future. Near that boulder, she'd pushed him into the water, then shrieked with laughter when he'd pulled her in after him.

A genuine smile spread across his face as he remembered Angel bursting out of their cabin door one morning, launching herself at him with such force they'd both tumbled to the ground. She'd been so excited about the rabbit she'd trapped, her first successful snare. The pride in her eyes, the way she'd kissed him breathless right there in the dirt—it was a good memory. It deserved to be remembered.

His hand brushed the knife at his hip, and a whisper of emotion flowed through him—love, joy, desire—but controlled now, like music through a closed door. What had happened last night? The blade had burned, had somehow merged with him, taken something of his grief into itself.

His mother's words suddenly echoed in his mind: "Well that changes things." He stopped dead in his tracks, the smile falling from his face. The phrase that had haunted him since Angel's death suddenly crystallized with new clarity.

The knife hummed against his hip as his fingers traced its hilt. More emotions seeped into him: Angel's joy as she'd told him about the baby, his own elation, their shared dreams of the future. But now those memories carried new weight. His mother's calculating voice: "Well that changes things." A Valens heir, carried by a Blush girl. An inconvenience to his parents' plans.

His jaw clenched. The blade's heat increased slightly, but instead of drowning him in grief, it seemed to focus his thoughts. The timing of the fire, his parents' strange behavior, the suspicious loans—it all connected to that moment when Angel had revealed her pregnancy. When she'd changed things.

The knife's presence steadied him as rage tried to build. He could think clearly now, could examine the evidence without emotion overwhelming him. Whatever had happened last night had given him control. His grief hadn't vanished—he could feel it contained within the blade, like wine in a bottle—but it no longer ruled him.

Estaria flexed his injured hand, the pain grounding him further in the present moment. He needed that ledger from his father's study. Needed to understand exactly what had changed, and why, and who had paid the price for his parents' schemes. The answers were there, hidden in his father's careful numbers, and now, finally, he could focus long enough to find them.

He looked back at the willow tree one last time. "I'll make this right, Angel," he whispered, not in despair but in promise. Then he turned toward home, his mind clear and sharp as the blade at his side, ready to uncover the truth his parents had buried in ash and lies.




Chapter 15: Betrayal

Estaria stood at the gate until Sara's cart disappeared around the bend, Beth's enthusiastic waves fading into the distance. The morning sun beat against his neck as emptiness settled over him like a heavy cloak. Everyone was leaving—his parents to Tidalrest, the girls to Convergence. The timing nagged at him.

He turned back to the house, his footsteps echoing in the unusual quiet. The study door creaked as he pushed it open, his father's domain as foreign to him as any stranger's home. Sunlight streamed through the window, highlighting dust motes dancing in the air and illuminating the rows of leather-bound ledgers on the shelves.

The scent of ink and old paper filled his nostrils as he crossed to his father's desk. The surface was meticulously organized—inkwell in the corner, quills lined up precisely, papers stacked in neat piles. Estaria ran his fingers along the edge of the desk, remembering all the times he'd stood before it as a child, receiving lectures on proper behavior and family responsibility.

He pulled out the chair, the wooden legs scraping against the floor. The leather seat still held the impression of his father's form. Starting with the most recent ledger, he began his search.

The entries were maddeningly precise, each number written in his father's careful hand. Columns of figures marched down the pages in perfect alignment. Estaria's eyes burned as he scrutinized each entry, looking for anything unusual.

"There has to be something," he muttered, turning another page.

Three hours later, his back ached from hunching over the desk, and frustration churned in his gut. Everything appeared legitimate. Either his father was exceptionally clever at hiding his dealings, or Estaria was missing something obvious.

He leaned back, rubbing his eyes. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the desk now. As he lowered his hands, his gaze fell on the bottom drawer—the only one with a lock. He'd noticed it earlier but dismissed it as too obvious.

Now, though... He knelt beside the desk, examining the lock. Simple enough, but he had no key. He glanced around the study, taking in the books, the paintings, the small decorative box on the shelf that his mother always kept polished.

The box.

Estaria crossed to the shelf and lifted it down. Inside, nestled in velvet, lay a single key. His hands trembled slightly as he returned to the desk and inserted it into the lock. It turned with a soft click.

The drawer slid open smoothly, revealing a single, slim ledger bound in dark green leather. Unlike the others, this one showed signs of frequent handling—worn corners, creased spine, small ink stains on the cover.

Estaria lifted it out and opened it on the desk. The writing inside was different—hasty, cramped, as though written in secrecy. Names and numbers filled the pages, but these weren't ordinary business transactions. Each entry had a code beside it, and in the margins, his father had made cryptic notes.

Estaria's throat tightened as he flipped through the pages. Familiar names jumped out at him—Miller, Folner, Thompson—all families who'd lost their farms or businesses in recent years. All with similar notes about leverage and transfers.

"J.B. - leverage acquired," one note read beside Jeremiah Blush's name. "Property transfer imminent." The date listed was the date of the fire.

The ledger slipped from his numb fingers, landing with a soft thud on the desk. He'd wanted proof, but now that he had it, the weight of it threatened to crush him. His father hadn't just ruined the Blush family—he'd orchestrated an entire web of manipulation and destruction, all while maintaining his respectable facade.

And his mother... The letters mentioned her too. She'd known everything, had helped plan it all. Even now, their trip to Tidalrest was part of some larger scheme he couldn't fully grasp.

Estaria slumped in the chair, staring at the fallen ledger. The afternoon light continued its slow crawl across the desk, illuminating the truth he'd uncovered. He had what he'd been searching for, but it left him feeling hollow, uncertain what to do next.

Estaria's hands shook as he closed the drawer. He knew better than to leave evidence of his search. His mother had caught him once before, when he was twelve, snooping through her correspondence. The beating hadn't been as bad as the month-long lessons that followed—instructions on the proper way to gather information, on covering his tracks, on making sure he was never caught again.

He took the green ledger to the kitchen table, spreading the pages under better light. His father's cramped writing filled page after page. Names, dates, amounts—a spider's web of corruption stretching back years. Estaria's throat felt dry as he worked backward through time, unraveling the pattern.

The Millers lost their mill after Burl arranged for their grain shipments to arrive spoiled. The Folners' orchard withered when someone—Estaria's gut clenched at the familiar handwriting—arranged for their water rights to be "redistributed." The Thompsons' general store folded after systematic price-fixing left them unable to compete.

Hour after hour, the evidence mounted. Estaria's eyes burned as morning light crept across the kitchen floor. He barely noticed, too engrossed in the layers of manipulation. His father had blackmailed three consecutive mayors, ensuring the Valens family always had a friend in office. The local police turned blind eyes to convenient accidents and suspicious fires, their pockets lined with Valens gold.

He forced himself to eat, mechanically chewing bread while scanning more pages. The names blurred together as afternoon faded into evening. His back ached from hunching over the table, but he couldn't stop. Each entry revealed new threads in the web, new connections he'd never suspected.

When darkness fell, he lit candles and kept reading. The ledger detailed how his father had manipulated market prices, driving smaller farms into debt. How his mother had hosted tea parties specifically to gather compromising information. How they'd worked together to slowly, systematically, gain control over more and more of southeastern Gaiadra.

Dawn broke again, finding Estaria still at the table. His eyes felt like sand, his head throbbed, but he was close to something. He could feel it. The most recent entries mentioned Tidalrest repeatedly, hinting at some larger plan.

Finally, on the last page, he found it. A single entry, dated three months ago: "Agreement with Mayor Blackwood of Tidalrest - Upon securing 75% of SE Gaiadra lands, sovereignty papers to be signed." The implications hit him like a physical blow. His parents weren't just trying to control local farms—they were trying to create their own kingdom.

Estaria sat back, the ledger falling closed with a soft thud. His mind raced, but his body felt strangely distant, as if the weight of what he'd just uncovered hadn't quite reached him yet. The kitchen around him seemed to close in, the sunlight too harsh, the shadows too long. The peaceful home he’d grown up in now felt suffocating. The familiar scents of bread and copper pots, once so comforting, now seemed to mock him with their polished cruelty.

He stared at the ledger for a moment longer, as though hoping it might change, that his father’s hand might somehow re-write the truth in some kinder form. But it didn’t. It was all there—written in ink, preserved forever. His throat tightened.

Estaria's hands trembled as he closed the ledger. The morning sunlight streaming through the kitchen windows felt harsh, exposing. His clever plan to get his parents out of town—it hadn't been clever at all. He'd simply stumbled onto their existing scheme.

His stomach churned as the pieces fell into place. The Blush property was the final piece his parents needed to reach their 75% threshold. The fire, Angel's death, Clara giving up their land rights—it all connected with horrible clarity.

"No," he whispered, pressing his palms against his eyes until spots danced in his vision. The kitchen walls seemed to close in around him, the familiar space now tainted by his parents' machinations.

He needed to know if Sara and Clara had been coerced. The thought of his parents manipulating Angel's sisters after her death made bile rise in his throat. His chair scraped against the floor as he stood, the sound jarring in the empty house.

Estaria shoved the ledger into his shirt, tucking it securely against his side. The leather felt cold against his skin, its weight a constant reminder of what he'd discovered. He couldn't leave it here—his parents would know someone had found it.

The walk to the inn seemed endless. Each familiar face on the street made him wonder how many others knew about his parents' schemes. How many had been victims? How many were complicit? The baker's cheerful wave, the stable boy's respectful nod—were they real, or just more threads in his parents' web?

The inn's common room was nearly empty this early. Sara sat alone by the window, a cup of tea cooling before her. She looked up as Estaria approached, her eyes tired but kind.

"You look terrible," she said, gesturing to the chair across from her. "Have you slept?"

"No." Estaria sank into the chair, his voice barely above a whisper. "Sara, I need to know—did anyone pressure you about the land? About taking the girls away?"

Sara's brow furrowed. "Pressure me? No, of course not. Clara made the decision herself, and I..." She trailed off, studying his face. "Estaria, what's wrong?"

He glanced around the room. The few other patrons paid them no attention, but he couldn't risk being overheard. "Can we talk somewhere private?"

Sara nodded, leading him upstairs to the girls' room. Clara and Beth were out with friends, their packed trunks the only sign of their imminent departure. Estaria pulled out the ledger as Sara closed the door.

"I found this in my father's study." His hands shook as he opened it to the relevant pages. "They've been systematically taking control of properties across southeastern Gaiadra. The Blush property—it was the last piece they needed."

Sara's face paled as she scanned the entries. "Are you saying—"

"I don't know," Estaria cut in, his voice rough. "But the timing... Sara, they're due back from Tidalrest soon. Once they have the paperwork for the Blush property..." He couldn't finish the sentence.

Sara sat heavily on one of the packed trunks, the ledger open in her lap. Her fingers traced over the cramped writing, following the pattern of names and dates.

"There was no manipulation, Estaria," she said softly. "Clara made her choice. After Angel..." She swallowed hard. "Neither of the girls can stand being here anymore. Every corner holds a memory."

Estaria paced the small room, the floorboards creaking beneath his feet. Morning light filtered through the lace curtains, casting delicate shadows across the worn carpet. The scent of fresh bread wafted up from the kitchen below, mingling with the mustiness of the packed trunks.

"But the timing," he insisted, running his hands through his disheveled hair. "It's too perfect. Just as they need the land—"

"Stop." Sara's voice was firm but gentle. "The papers are signed, Estaria. Whatever scheme your parents were planning, whatever they hoped to gain—it's done now." She closed the ledger with a quiet thud. "And frankly, it's no longer my business. Or the girls'."

Estaria halted his pacing, staring at her. The morning light caught the silver threads in her dark hair, reminding him how much she'd aged since taking in Clara and Beth. Deep lines etched the corners of her eyes, speaking of sleepless nights and worried days.

"How can you be so calm about this?" His voice cracked. "After everything they've done—"

"Because being angry won't bring Angel back." Sara's words hung in the air between them. She stood, smoothing her skirts with practiced hands. "It won't rebuild the house or heal Clara's nightmares or make Beth stop crying for her sister in her sleep."

The truth of her words struck him like a physical blow. Estaria slumped against the wall, suddenly exhausted. His legs felt weak, his mind foggy from the sleepless night spent reading his father's ledger.

Sara crossed the room and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. "You found proof of their schemes, yes. But what would exposing them accomplish now? The girls need peace, Estaria. They need a fresh start."

He looked around the room, taking in the neat piles of clothing, the carefully packed books, the small personal items wrapped in cloth. Everything the girls owned, ready to be carried away to a new life. Away from the memories, away from the pain—away from him.

"I just..." He swallowed hard. "I thought if I could prove what they did..."

"It would make it hurt less?" Sara's voice was soft with understanding. The morning bustle of the inn drifted up through the floorboards—clinking dishes, muffled conversations, the cook shouting orders. Normal sounds that somehow made everything feel more surreal.

Estaria shook his head. "I don't know what I thought." He pulled the ledger from Sara's hands, its weight familiar now. "I spent all night reading this, connecting the pieces, and for what? You're right—it's done. The papers are signed."

Sara squeezed his shoulder once more before stepping back. "Take care of yourself, Estaria. Don't let their schemes poison you too." She moved to the door, her hand resting on the handle. "The girls will be back soon to finish packing. You're welcome to stay and say goodbye."

But Estaria was already shaking his head. "I can't." His throat felt tight. "Just... tell them I'm sorry. And that I'll write."

Sara nodded, understanding in her eyes. As she opened the door, the sounds of the inn grew louder—life continuing as it always had, despite everything that had changed.

Estaria clutched the ledger to his chest and slipped past her, down the stairs, through the common room. The morning sun was harsh in his eyes as he stepped outside. The familiar streets of Appledale stretched before him, unchanged yet somehow different now that he knew the truth behind his parents' rise to power.

Two hours later, Estaria stood at the gate, his eyes fixed on the empty street where Sara's cart had disappeared around the bend. The late morning sun beat down on his neck, and the familiar creak of the gate's hinges seemed to mock the hollowness in his chest.

He pulled out the ledger again, its leather binding warm from being pressed against his body. The entry still stood out stark against the page: "Creshers - Tolomy boy - 200 gp." His mother's neat script beside it: Streacresh. The word felt strange, almost alive on the page.

A warm breeze rustled through the apple trees, carrying the sickly-sweet scent of overripe fruit. The same trees he'd climbed as a child now seemed to loom over him, their shadows stretching like dark fingers across the ground. The house behind him—once a symbol of safety and success—now felt like a monument to lies.

The mayor walked past, tipping his hat. "Morning, young Valens." The gesture, once friendly, now carried new weight. How much had this man helped his parents? How deep did their influence run?

Estaria nodded stiffly, his fingers tightening on the ledger. Every familiar face held new meaning now. The baker who always saved him the best rolls, the cobbler who'd made his first proper boots—were they victims or willing participants in his parents' schemes?

The town's sounds drifted around him: cart wheels on cobblestones, children playing in distant yards, the blacksmith's hammer ringing against iron. Normal sounds that now seemed to echo with hidden meanings. Even the air felt thick with secrets.

He traced the word again. Streacresh. The ink had faded slightly, but his mother's precise handwriting remained clear. What connection did it have to the Creshers? To the Tolomy boy? To everything else in this cursed ledger?

A group of townspeople passed by, their chatter dying as they noticed him. Their eyes slid away, conversations resuming only after they'd passed. Had it always been like this? Had he been too blind to notice the fear his family name inspired?

The weight of it all pressed down on him. The ledger. The lies. The way every street corner now held a shadow of manipulation. He couldn't stay here, watching everyone pretend nothing was wrong while his parents' web of influence tightened around them all.

His gaze turned toward the road leading out of town. Convergence lay that way. A place where perhaps answers waited—about the Creshers, about Streacresh, about everything his parents had hidden for so long.

The decision crystallized in his mind, clear and sharp as mountain air. He tucked the ledger back inside his coat, its presence a constant reminder against his ribs. The gate creaked shut behind him as he stepped onto the road, leaving behind the only home he'd ever known.




Chapter 16: Leaving Appledale

The sunlight trickled through the leaves, spotting the trail ahead with light and shadow. Each step sent puffs of dry earth swirling behind him as Estaria put Appledale further away. The ledger felt heavy against his chest, a steady reminder of the truths that had made him leave.

He ran his fingers over the worn leather through his coat. His father's detailed notes told a grim story: years of careful deals with the Creshers, exchanges that involved more than goods and coin. The entries mentioned people—desperate souls who had "volunteered" for some unknown task. But the detached manner in which he'd noted their departures suggested their volunteering had been forced.

The busy sounds of town life gradually faded behind him. The clang of the blacksmith's hammer grew distant, then disappeared entirely. The chatter of townspeople, the squeaking of cart wheels, the barking of dogs—all melted away into the afternoon stillness. Soon, only his footsteps and the occasional rustle of leaves in the breeze broke the silence.

His mind wandered back to young Tolomy, who had vanished three months ago. The official story claimed he'd left to seek his fortune in Convergence. But the ledger told a different tale—a simple notation of his "departure" with the Creshers, alongside a substantial payment to his debt-ridden family. How many others had met similar fates?

The quiet grew deeper as he walked, almost oppressive in its totality. Even the birds seemed subdued, their usual songs absent from the branches overhead. The solitude left too much room for his thoughts to circle, examining and re-examining every detail he'd uncovered.

Something nagged at him—a persistent feeling that he was missing a crucial piece of the puzzle. He paused, pulling out the ledger again. The afternoon light caught the faded ink of his mother's precise handwriting. That word again: Streacresh. It appeared throughout the records, always in connection with the Creshers, but never with any explanation of its meaning. And written in his mother's hand, not his father's.

Estaria snapped the ledger shut with a sigh. No, the unease crawling up his spine had nothing to do with its contents. He tucked it away, the leather warm against his chest beneath his coat.

The road stretched before him, bordered by old oaks whose branches reached across like gnarled fingers. Afternoon light painted their leaves gold and amber. He scanned the treeline, searching for whatever had set his instincts humming. A squirrel chittered overhead, and fallen leaves crunched beneath his boots as he turned in a slow circle.

Nothing seemed amiss. The forest looked exactly as it always had on his countless trips to and from town. The familiar scent of sun-warmed earth and dry grass filled his nose. Even the breeze felt ordinary, carrying the distant smell of wood smoke from Appledale's chimneys.

He shook his head and resumed walking. The sooner he put distance between himself and home, the better. His boots kicked up little puffs of dust with each step, and sweat trickled down his back despite the mild temperature. The rhythm of his footfalls settled into a steady pattern that matched his heartbeat.

The crack of a branch in the distance made him pause. Footsteps crunched against the packed earth of the road ahead, growing closer with each passing moment. The sound echoed off the trees, making it impossible to judge exactly how far away they were.

Estaria's heart leaped into his throat, hammering against his ribs. His parents. How could he have forgotten? They'd gone to the Tidalrest. They always took this road, and they'd be returning any moment now.

His hands trembled as he looked frantically around. The footsteps drew nearer. If they caught him, they'd demand answers about who sent the letter that had drawn them to Tidalrest. They'd drag him back to face whatever punishment they deemed appropriate for stealing the ledger. More importantly, they'd know he'd discovered their secret dealings with the Creshers.

The ditch beside the road offered no cover – just sparse grass and exposed dirt. The forest on either side was too open, the underbrush too thin to hide effectively. Panic clawed at his chest as the footsteps grew louder. He could almost hear voices now, though the words were still indistinct.

His mother's voice rang in his memory, sharp with disappointment: "You never think things through, Estaria." Well, she'd been right about that. He should have planned this better, should have remembered their schedule, should have taken the longer route through the back meadows instead of the main road.

Estaria's pulse thundered in his ears as he frantically scanned the treeline. The footsteps grew closer, echoing off the ancient oaks that lined the road. His fingers clutched the leather-bound ledger through his coat, as if holding it tighter might somehow make him invisible.

The crunch of boots on packed earth drew nearer. Sweat trickled down his spine despite the mild temperature. He had seconds to decide – dive into the inadequate cover of the sparse woods or try to brazen it out on the road. His legs tensed, ready to spring toward the treeline.

A figure appeared around the bend ahead. Estaria's breath caught in his throat – then released in a rush of relief that left him light-headed. The weathered, familiar face of Mr. Miller came into view, the old farmer's usual basket of dried herbs hanging from one arm.

The pounding of Estaria's heart was so fierce, so loud in his own ears, he was certain the older man must hear it as they drew near each other on the dusty road. But Mr. Miller's expression remained placid, showing no sign he noticed anything amiss.

They exchanged civil nods as they passed, the way they had a hundred times before when meeting on this road. The scent of dried rosemary and thyme wafted from Miller's basket, so ordinary and mundane it made Estaria's previous panic seem almost ridiculous.

Dust motes danced in the shaft of sunlight between them as Miller continued on his way, his footsteps growing fainter with each step. The sound of his passing faded into the ambient whisper of wind through leaves, leaving Estaria alone once more on the sun-dappled road.

Once Mr. Miller's footsteps faded completely, Estaria plunged into the forest beside the road. The familiar earthy scent of decomposing leaves filled his nostrils as he pushed through the undergrowth. Branches snagged at his coat, and he had to duck under a low-hanging oak limb.

His boots found the barely visible deer trail that he'd followed countless times in his youth. The path wound between ancient tree trunks, their bark rough and deeply furrowed. Dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy overhead, creating shifting patterns on the forest floor.

The ledger bounced against his chest as he moved, each impact a reminder of why he fled. He pressed one hand against it through his coat, steadying it while he navigated the uneven ground. A jay screamed somewhere overhead, making him jump. His nerves were still raw from the near encounter on the road.

The sweet, musty smell of wild mushrooms caught his attention as he passed a fallen log. In better times, he might have stopped to gather them – they'd fetch a good price at market. But now wasn't the time for foraging. He needed to reach Harvest Road before his parents passed this way.

Sweat trickled down his back as he picked up his pace. The forest floor here was thick with last autumn's leaves, cushioning his footsteps. He recognized landmarks from his childhood adventures: the lightning-split oak, the boulder shaped like a sleeping bear, the cluster of three birch trees growing from a single stump.

A branch cracked somewhere behind him. Estaria's heart leaped into his throat. He forced himself to breathe slowly, listening intently. Another snap, closer this time. Could his parents have spotted him entering the woods? No – the sounds were too small, probably just a deer.

Estaria pressed his back against a gnarled oak, its rough bark catching at his coat. His lungs burned as he gulped in air, legs trembling from the frantic pace he'd set. Nothing moved in the forest behind him except dancing shadows cast by the afternoon sun through the leaves.

He slid down the trunk until he sat on the damp earth, the musty scent of decomposing leaves filling his nostrils. His hands shook as he fumbled with his water skin, nearly dropping it before managing to take a long drink. The cool liquid soothed his parched throat.

As his heartbeat steadied, a horrifying thought crystallized in his mind. He closed his eyes, mentally walking through what would happen next. His parents would return home, probably within the hour. They'd find him missing – unusual, but not immediately alarming. Then they'd discover someone had been through their private papers, had found their carefully hidden ledger.

His mother was nothing if not methodical. She'd piece it together quickly: his absence, the missing ledger, his recent questions about the Creshers. His father would rage, but Mother – she'd think it through, consider her options.

Estaria's blood ran cold. Of course. She'd go straight to the inn where Sara, Clara and Beth had been staying while they were in town.

"No," he whispered, the word catching in his suddenly dry throat. His mother knew exactly how to hurt him, how to force his hand. Would she stoop to targeting young girls to get at him? He knew the answer, and it terrified him.

The water skin slipped from his numb fingers, forgotten. His hands clenched into fists, nails biting into his palms. How could he have been so stupid? He'd been so focused on getting away, on protecting himself, he'd forgotten to protect those he loved most. The very people his mother would target first.

Estaria forced himself to slow his breathing, counting each inhale and exhale as he picked his way through the undergrowth. His earlier panic had nearly cost him twice now – first on the main road, and then again with his rushed flight into the forest. The ledger pressed against his chest with each measured breath, a constant reminder of what was at stake.

Sunlight filtered through the canopy as he navigated around a cluster of young saplings. The familiar scent of moss and damp earth helped ground him. He'd played in these woods countless times as a child; he knew every hollow and rise between here and Harvest Road.

"Think it through," he muttered, ducking under a low-hanging branch. Sara and his sisters had left Appledale early that morning, heading toward Convergence. They'd be well along Harvest Road by now, probably past the old mill ruins. His parents, coming from Tidalrest, wouldn't reach the Appledale turnoff for at least another hour.

The realization eased some of the tension in his shoulders. He'd been running in the wrong direction, heading northeast toward Tidalrest while Sara and the girls traveled northwest. The distance between them had been growing with every step he'd taken.

A jay called overhead, making him pause to scan his surroundings. The forest floor stretched out before him, carpeted with last autumn's leaves. No sign of pursuit. No sound of horses or voices. Just the ordinary bustle of woodland creatures going about their day.

Estaria picked up his pace, but kept it measured. The ground sloped gently upward here, leading toward the ridge that overlooked Harvest Road. His boots found purchase on exposed tree roots as he climbed. Sweat dampened his shirt despite the cool shade, but he resisted the urge to rush.

The ridge came into view through the trees. Estaria paused at its base, listening intently. The afternoon breeze rustled the leaves overhead. Somewhere in the distance, a woodpecker drummed against a tree. But no sounds of travelers reached his ears from the road beyond.

He crept up the final rise, staying low and using the trees for cover. At the top, he pressed himself against an old oak and peered down at Harvest Road. The packed dirt stretched out below him, empty in both directions. Late afternoon sun cast long shadows across its surface.

From this vantage point, he could see where the road branched. One fork led southwest toward Appledale, while the main route continued northeast toward Tidalrest. Sara and his sisters would be well past that intersection by now, probably making good time on the even ground.

His parents wouldn't have reached it yet, coming from Tidalrest. Even if they hurried straight home after discovering his ruse, they'd have hours of riding ahead of them before they could begin any pursuit toward Convergence.

Estaria settled back against the oak's rough bark, letting out a long breath. His earlier panic had nearly sent him running blindly toward Tidalrest – directly into his parents' path. Instead, he needed to follow Sara and the girls toward Convergence. He could catch up to them before his parents even realized what had happened.

The tension in his shoulders eased slightly as he studied the road below. He'd been letting fear drive his decisions, just as his mother had always accused him of doing. But now he had a clear path forward. He just needed to maintain this calmer, more measured approach.

Estaria settled deeper into his hiding spot, drawing his knees up to his chest. The rough bark of the oak pressed against his back through his coat, and fallen leaves crackled softly beneath him. From his perch on the ridge, he had a clear view of both roads stretching out below. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the packed earth, and a light breeze carried the scent of late summer wildflowers up from the meadow beyond.

A chickadee landed on a nearby branch, tilting its head to study him before flitting away.

The sound of hoofbeats drew his attention back to the road. Estaria pressed himself closer to the tree trunk, though he was well-hidden in the thick undergrowth. His parents' horses came into view, their steady clip-clop echoing off the ridge face.

His mother sat rigidly in her saddle, her spine straight as an arrow. Even from this distance, Estaria could see the tension in her shoulders, the way she held her head too still. Her legs moved in that familiar, agitated rhythm he'd seen countless times when she paced the kitchen floor. The motion was subtle but unmistakable – a quick, sharp movement followed by a pause, then another jerky step. It was the same pattern she fell into whenever her careful plans went awry.

His father rode beside her, one hand loose on the reins while the other gestured as he spoke. Estaria couldn't make out the words, but he recognized the sharp, clipped cadence of his father's angry voice carrying on the breeze. His mother's responses were too quiet to hear, but Estaria saw her head snap toward his father several times as they passed below his hiding spot.

Dust kicked up by their horses' hooves drifted lazily in the afternoon light. The familiar scent of horse and leather rose up the ridge, mixed with the subtle hint of his mother's lavender soap – the same soap she'd used for as long as he could remember. The ordinary, domestic smell made his chest ache with an unexpected pang of homesickness.

He watched as they reached the fork in the road. His mother's horse danced sideways a few steps, picking up on her rider's tension. She brought it back under control with practiced ease, though her movements remained sharp and precise. They turned onto the Appledale road without hesitation, the horses' hoofbeats growing fainter as they disappeared around the bend.

Estaria forced himself to remain still, counting his breaths as the sounds of their passage faded completely. The forest slowly came back to life around him – a squirrel chattered overhead, and birds resumed their afternoon songs. Still, he waited, watching the empty road below while shadows lengthened across its surface.

The quarter hour seemed to stretch endlessly. He occupied himself by studying the way sunlight filtered through the leaves overhead, creating shifting patterns on the forest floor. A beetle crawled across his boot, its shell gleaming iridescent green in a stray shaft of light. The ledger rested heavy in his lap, its presence a constant reminder of why he couldn't rush this part of his journey.

When he judged enough time had passed, Estaria carefully rose from his hiding spot. His legs had grown stiff from sitting so long, and pins and needles prickled through his feet as he stretched. Leaves and bits of bark clung to his coat; he brushed them away methodically, using the simple task to ground himself in the moment.

The ridge path down to Harvest Road was steep but familiar. He picked his way down carefully, using tree trunks for balance when needed. The packed earth of the road felt solid beneath his boots after the soft forest floor, and dust puffed up around his feet as he stepped onto it.

Estaria turned west, squinting against the late afternoon sun. Harvest Road stretched before him, winding through rolling farmland toward Convergence. Somewhere ahead, Sara and his sisters traveled that same path, but they were far beyond his sight now.

He lifted his gaze to the sky, measuring the sun's position. The light had taken on that golden quality that preceded sunset, and long shadows stretched across the packed earth of the road. A few hours of daylight remained at most. His legs already felt heavy from his earlier flight through the forest, and his shoulders ached from tension.

"I could push through," he muttered, adjusting the ledger against his chest. The thought of catching up to them tonight held strong appeal – the sooner he reached them, the safer they'd all be. But exhaustion pulled at him, making his thoughts sluggish. His earlier panic had nearly led him straight into his parents' path. He couldn't risk making another mistake like that, not with so much at stake.

The past few days replayed in his mind: sleepless nights spent learning of his parent's manipulations, his visit to the cabin had been quite draining, and the constant strain of maintaining a normal facade while in town all took a toll. His body felt heavy with accumulated fatigue.

A cool breeze stirred the leaves overhead, carrying the sweet scent of early autumn wildflowers. Estaria took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "One hour," he decided. "Just get a bit closer, then rest."

He set out at a steady pace, the familiar countryside rolled past – orderly fields of wheat ready for harvest, apple orchards heavy with ripening fruit, the occasional farmhouse set back from the road. The normalcy of it all felt strange against the turmoil of his thoughts.

As he walked, weariness settled deeper into his bones. His feet grew heavier with each step, and more than once he caught himself stumbling over nothing.

When the sun touched the horizon, painting the sky in brilliant oranges and pinks, Estaria veered off the road into a small copse of trees. The spot was far enough from the road to avoid casual discovery, but close enough that he could hear approaching travelers. Thick undergrowth provided natural cover, and a fallen log would serve as a backrest.

He cleared a small space of leaves and twigs, working methodically despite his exhaustion. No fire tonight – the risk of being spotted was too great. Instead, he settled against the log and pulled out the heel of bread and cheese he'd grabbed before fleeing home. The simple food tasted better than any feast, his hunger sharpened by the day's events.

As darkness settled around him, the familiar night sounds of the forest emerged – crickets chirping, the distant call of an owl, small creatures rustling through the undergrowth. Estaria wrapped his coat tighter around himself and closed his eyes, the ledger secure against his chest. Despite his worries about Sara and his sisters, despite the knowledge that his parents were surely pursuing him by now, sleep pulled him under almost immediately.




Chapter 17: Save the Girls

A sharp ache coiled through Estaria’s spine as he stirred awake. His body protested every movement—muscles stiff from the hard ground, limbs sluggish with exhaustion. The pre-dawn air was damp, clinging to his skin like mist, and the distant hoot of an owl marked the slow retreat of night.

He rolled onto his side, blinking blearily up at the dark canopy above. His coat, pulled tight around him against the chill, smelled of earth and old leaves. The weight of the ledger pressed against his chest—a silent reminder of why he couldn't rest any longer.

He sat up slowly, wincing as sore muscles stretched. The world was painted in muted grays, the horizon just beginning to blush with the first hints of sunrise. The road waited ahead, winding between rolling fields and thick stretches of woodland.

Sara. Clara. Beth.

The realization hit like a splash of cold water. They had too much of a head start. He should have been moving hours ago.

Shoving away the last remnants of sleep, Estaria pushed to his feet. His legs protested, heavy with exhaustion, but he ignored the discomfort. He slung his water skin over his shoulder, adjusted the ledger against his chest, and forced himself into motion.

The dirt road stretched endlessly before him, the packed earth cool beneath his boots. With each step, the fog of sleep lifted, replaced by gnawing urgency. He had to reach them before it was too late.

The steady rhythm of his footsteps against the packed dirt did little to quiet his mind. His body moved forward on instinct, exhaustion pulling at his limbs, but his thoughts churned relentlessly.

How was he supposed to convince her?

Sara tolerated him because of Angel. That was it. There had never been warmth between them, no bond beyond the one Angel had built. She had let him in because Angel had let him in, and even then, there had always been a distance, a line drawn between them that Estaria had never been able to cross.

She had grown up seeing the Valens name as something cruel. His family had been the reason she spent years barely scraping by. The reason her mother had worked herself into an early grave. And though Angel had been willing to look past all of it—for him—Sara never had.

And now, he was going to ask her to throw away everything she had built in Convergence.

The thought nearly stopped him in his tracks.

Her entire life was there. The teaching position she had fought for. The small home she had made for Beth and Clara. The sense of stability she had spent years clawing toward after losing Angel.

And he was supposed to walk in, ledger in hand, and tell her to burn it all down because he said so?

Even if she believed the danger was real, what was to stop her from thinking it was his fault? That this was just another Valens disaster spilling over into her life, like it always had?

Would she even listen?

A sharp breath rattled through his chest, and he scrubbed a hand down his face.

He needed a plan.

He couldn't just demand she follow him. He had to make her want to leave.

The ledger was his strongest weapon, but it wouldn’t be enough on its own. If he just threw accusations at her, she’d dig her heels in. Sara didn't respond to fear—she had spent too many years learning to ignore it.

He had to make her see the threat. He had to connect it to something she couldn’t ignore.

Tolomy.

That was the key.

She had been there when he disappeared. She had heard the rumors, seen his mother break down in the market when no news came. If he could show her proof that Tolomy never left of his own free will, that he was taken—just like others before him—then maybe she'd believe that the same fate could be waiting for Clara and Beth.

Maybe then she’d listen.

Maybe then she’d run.

He clenched his jaw and pushed forward, the morning light growing stronger as he crested a small hill.

Then, finally—

A wagon in the distance.

Sara. Clara. Beth.

He had found them.

But that was the easy part.

Now came the hard one.

The wagon creaked as it rolled along the dirt road, the steady rhythm of hoofbeats setting an unhurried pace.

Sara should have been thinking about Convergence—about the future waiting for them there. The new apartment, the teaching position, the stability she had fought for.

Instead, her mind kept circling back to the ledger.

She had dismissed it when Estaria first showed it to her. Or—no. Not dismissed. She had forced herself not to think about it.

Because if she had let herself believe it was as bad as he claimed—if she had accepted that his family really had that much reach, that much control—then she wouldn’t have been able to leave so easily.

But the names had stuck with her. The numbers. The way Estaria’s hands had shaken slightly when he pointed to Tolomy’s entry.

She had spent the entire evening thinking it over, running the same thoughts in circles.

It didn’t matter.

As long as the ledger was put back where it belonged, his parents had no reason to suspect anything. No reason to come looking for her or the girls.

She had told herself that over and over, until she almost believed it.

A flicker of movement ahead.

Sara straightened, fingers tightening on the reins. A figure on the road.

For half a second, she thought it was a traveler. But then—

The way he moved. The familiar slope of his shoulders. The exhaustion dragging at every step.

Her stomach twisted.

It was Estaria.

He was supposed to be in Appledale.

A chill ran down her spine, cold despite the warmth of the morning sun.

Why was he here?

Beth’s delighted shriek broke through the stillness.

“Estaria!”

She leapt from the wagon before it had even fully stopped, racing toward him. Clara followed at a slower pace, though relief was clear on her face.

Sara didn’t move.

Didn’t call out.

Didn’t soften.

She just watched him.

Something was wrong.

She took in the dust clinging to his coat, the stiffness in his movements, the tightness around his mouth.

And the way his hand—almost absently, almost unconsciously—clutched at something beneath his coat.

A slow, creeping dread curled in her stomach.

He met her gaze.

And for the first time, she saw it. The guilt. The hesitation.

Sara stepped down from the wagon, boots crunching against the dirt. Her voice came out calm, steady.

"Estaria," she said. "Why are you here?"

He hesitated.

Not good enough.

She took another step closer. "You said you were going back to Appledale."

Another hesitation.

Her stomach dropped.

"You did put it back, didn't you?" she asked, her voice quieter now.

A beat of silence.

Then Estaria reached into his coat and pulled out the ledger.

Sara felt the breath leave her lungs.

For a second, she just stared at it.

The small, leather-bound book. The worn edges. The weight of everything it contained.

Still in his hands.

Still with him.

Her pulse pounded in her ears.

"You—" The word barely escaped her lips. She swallowed hard, her throat tight. "You still have it?"

Estaria’s grip tightened around the ledger. “Sara—”

"You still have it?" Her voice rose, something sharp and panicked breaking through.

Then, she asked:

"When?"

Not even looking at him. Eyes glued to the ledger.

Estaria swallowed. “They found out last night. Probably.”

Sara exhaled slowly. "They will look for you, and when they don't find you . . ."

"They'll probably come after you and the girls to force my hand."

Sara closed her eyes, forcing the rage down. Losing her head now won't save the girls. "Tell me you have a plan to get us out of this mess YOU put us in," she said, poking his chest.

"First, we disappear. The coast is our best shot."

She nodded. After shooting him a glare that should have killed him, she turned and smiled toward the girls. "Up into the cart! Estaria's taking us on a mini-vacation to the coast!"

* * *

Sara guided the cart off the main road, following Estaria's lead through a narrow path between dense trees. The wagon wheels caught on roots and rocks, jostling them with each bump. Beth's delighted giggles at the bouncing ride did little to ease the knot in Sara's stomach.

After what felt like an eternity of careful maneuvering, they reached a small clearing nestled within a thick grove. Ancient oaks towered overhead, their branches creating a natural canopy that would hide any smoke from their fire. Perfect for staying hidden.

Sara caught herself. When had she started thinking like a fugitive?

"This looks good," Estaria said, his voice low. He scanned the treeline, shoulders tense. "We should set up before we lose the light."

Sara nodded, forcing herself to smile as she turned to the girls. "Clara, can you and Beth gather some firewood? Stay within sight of the clearing."

While the girls searched the ground for dry branches, Sara helped Estaria unload their supplies. They worked in tense silence, both hyper-aware of their surroundings. Every snapping twig made Sara's heart jump.

Sara sorted through the belongings they'd hastily packed from the Blush estate, spreading everything across a worn blanket on the forest floor. Her hands trembled slightly as she folded Clara's favorite blue dress - it would have to stay behind. The weight of their situation pressed down on her chest like a physical thing.

The late afternoon sun filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows that danced across their meager possessions. A cool breeze carried the musty scent of decaying leaves and damp earth. Beth and Clara sat cross-legged nearby, watching with somber expressions that looked wrong on their young faces.

"We need to be practical," Sara said, trying to keep her voice steady. "Only what we can carry easily." She picked up Beth's stuffed rabbit, its once-white fur now gray with age. Beth's lower lip quivered.

"But Mr. Hoppy-"

"He can come," Estaria cut in quietly from where he stood guard at the edge of their small camp. "He doesn't weigh much."

Sara wanted to argue - they needed every bit of space for essentials - but the grateful look on Beth's face stopped her. Instead, she focused on sorting through their clothes, creating three piles: essential, useful, and must leave behind.

The essential pile was small: two changes of clothes each, warm cloaks, sturdy boots. Sara added their warmest undergarments, knowing the coastal winds could be bitter. Her fingers brushed against the silk shawl her brother had given her last winter. It joined the 'leave behind' pile, though it pained her to do so.

"Clara, bring me your pack," Sara said, measuring the space they had to work with. The worn leather pack seemed impossibly small. "Beth, yours too."

While the girls brought their packs, Sara sorted through their food supplies. The dried meat and hard cheese would keep well. Apples would need to be eaten in the next few days. The loaf of bread from home was already going stale - they'd eat that tonight.

"Can I keep my journal?" Clara asked, clutching the leather-bound book to her chest. Sara glanced at Estaria, who gave a slight nod.

"Yes, but only that one. The others will have to stay." Sara watched Clara carefully tuck the journal into her pack, along with a single pencil.

Beth's pack proved more challenging. The ten-year-old had stuffed it full of toys and trinkets from her room. Sara gently emptied it, setting aside Mr. Hoppy while explaining why they couldn't bring the wooden horse collection or her box of pretty stones.

"But they're special," Beth protested, tears welling in her eyes.

Sara pulled her niece close, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair. "I know, sweetheart. We'll get you new special things."

The repacking took the better part of an hour. Sara carefully distributed the weight between the packs, making sure neither girl carried more than they could manage. Clean clothes went in first, followed by their share of the food supplies. Each pack got a water skin, a small knife, and basic medical supplies - bandages and herbs Sara had learned to use from their mother.

Mr. Hoppy found a new home peeking out of Beth's pack, his floppy ears providing some comfort among the practical items. Clara's journal sat safely wrapped in a spare shirt, protected from the weather. Sara added a small sewing kit to her own pack, along with extra medical supplies and their remaining coins carefully hidden in a false bottom.

The 'leave behind' pile grew larger than Sara wanted to admit. Beautiful dresses their mother had made, books full of stories they'd read together, the delicate china cup Beth used for special occasions - all of it would have to stay. Sara wrapped these treasures carefully in the remaining blankets, tucking them into the wagon's hidden compartment. Perhaps, somehow, they could retrieve them later.

With the packs finally organized, Sara double-checked each one. The weight had to be just right - too heavy and the girls would tire quickly, too light and they'd be missing essentials they might desperately need. She adjusted straps, added and removed items, until she was satisfied they'd struck the right balance.

"Try these on," she said, helping the girls into their packs. Clara stood straight, adjusting to the weight with determination. Beth wobbled slightly but found her balance, one hand reaching back to touch Mr. Hoppy's ear for reassurance.

The remaining supplies went into Sara's own pack, which felt desperately light given what they might face. She tried not to think about all they were leaving behind, about the life they were abandoning with only a few hours' notice. Instead, she focused on her nieces' faces, reminding herself that keeping them safe was worth any sacrifice.

"We need to obscure the wagon tracks," Estaria muttered, glancing back toward their entry point.

"I'll handle it." Sara grabbed a leafy branch. "Set up the tent."

She worked methodically, sweeping away their trail while keeping one eye on Clara and Beth. The girls had gathered a decent pile of wood, but Clara's expression had grown increasingly troubled. She kept looking between Sara and Estaria, her brow furrowed.

Too perceptive for her own good, that one.

When Sara returned to the camp, Estaria had the tent erected and was arranging stones for a fire pit. Clara approached, arms full of kindling.

"Will we be stopping in Appledale?" she asked innocently.

Sara's hands stilled. She caught Estaria's sharp intake of breath.

"No, sweetie," Sara answered carefully. "We're heading straight to the coast."

"But I thought—"

"Clara, why don't you help Beth sort out your sleeping rolls?" Sara interrupted, perhaps too quickly. Clara's frown deepened, but she nodded and went to help her sister.

The sun dipped lower as they prepared a simple dinner of bread, cheese, and dried fruit. Sara kept her movements deliberate, checking and double-checking their surroundings. She noticed Estaria doing the same, his hand often straying to where she knew he kept the ledger.

After they ate, Beth begged for a story. Sara wrapped an arm around her niece, launching into a tale about a clever fox outsmarting a wolf. She embellished the story with dramatic gestures, drawing giggles from Beth and even a small smile from Clara.

But Clara's smile faded as soon as the story ended. She helped clean up, then lingered by Sara's side while Beth crawled into the tent.

"Aunt Sara?" Clara's voice was barely above a whisper. "Why are we being so careful? Is something wrong?"

Sara's chest tightened. She turned to face her niece, forcing her features to remain calm. "Everything's fine, sweetheart. We're just being cautious because it's getting dark."

"But you and Estaria keep looking around like you're worried someone's following us."

Smart girl. Too smart.

Sara cupped Clara's cheek. "We're fine. I promise. Now get some sleep – we have a long day tomorrow."

Clara didn't look convinced, but she nodded and retreated into the tent. Through the canvas, Sara could see her settling beside Beth, but the girl's restless movements suggested she wasn't sleeping.

Sara sighed, running a hand through her hair. She caught Estaria's eye across the dying fire. They would need to be more careful – Clara was picking up on too much.

The night deepened around them, crickets chirping in the darkness. Sara took first watch, her back against a tree trunk, ears straining for any sound that didn't belong in the forest. Inside the tent, Clara continued to toss and turn, her sister's steady breathing a sharp contrast to her restlessness.

Sara stoked the dying fire, adding a small branch. The flames cast dancing shadows across their small camp, barely illuminating Estaria's troubled face. The night air carried a chill that had nothing to do with temperature.

"Do you actually have a plan?" Sara kept her voice low, mindful of the girls in the tent.

Estaria shifted, his hand unconsciously touching his pack where the ledger lay hidden. "First priority is getting the girls somewhere safe."

"And where exactly is that?"

"Off Gaiadra entirely." He leaned forward, the firelight deepening the shadows under his eyes. "My mother... she's going to be queen regent soon. Her reach will extend across the whole continent."

Sara's fingers dug into her palms. The urge to scream at him bubbled up - about uprooting their lives, about dragging them into whatever mess he'd created. About everything they were leaving behind. But she forced herself to breathe deeply, unclenching her hands. Anger wouldn't help the girls.

"Tidalrest, then?" she asked, proud of how steady her voice remained.

Estaria nodded, poking at the fire with a stick. "It's our best option for finding passage elsewhere."

"I don't have that kind of money." Sara's throat tightened. Their meager savings wouldn't cover a single passenger, let alone three.

"I'll handle the money." Estaria's tone brooked no argument. "But you're right - we can't just walk into Tidalrest openly. We need somewhere to lay low, somewhere they won't think to look."

The fire crackled. A nightbird called in the distance. Sara opened her mouth, but before she could speak—

"We could stay with Gen."

Sara and Estaria both jumped at Clara's voice. She stood in the tent's entrance, her nightdress wrinkled from pretending to sleep.

"Clara-" Sara started.

"Angel's friend Gen," Clara continued, stepping closer to the fire. "She lives in Tidalrest now. Angel used to write to her all the time."

Sara remembered now - Genesis, the seamstress who'd moved to Tidalrest two years ago. Angel had helped her pack, had written letters back and forth until...

"Clara, you should be sleeping," Sara said, but her mind was already turning over the possibility.

"I can't sleep anyway." Clara settled beside her aunt, drawing her knees up to her chest. "And Gen would help us. She loved Angel."

Estaria's face tightened at Angel's name, but he nodded slowly. "She might be our best option. Would she be discrete?"

"She would," Sara admitted. Gen had always been good at keeping confidences, at knowing when to stay quiet. "But Clara, how did you know we needed somewhere to hide?"

Clara gave her aunt a look that seemed far too old for her twelve years. "I'm not stupid. We're running from something. Or someone." Her eyes flicked to Estaria. "That’s why you found us so quickly, isn’t it? You knew we had to leave before she came looking."

Sara reached out, pulling Clara close. The girl's body trembled slightly, betraying her fear despite her brave words. "We're going to be fine," Sara whispered into her hair. "I promise."

"I know." Clara's voice was muffled against Sara's shoulder. "But I wish you'd just tell me what's happening."

As Clara settled into Sara's embrace, Beth hesitated in the tent’s entrance, clutching Mr. Hoppy before quietly padding over. Sara opened her arms without a word, pulling Beth and Mr. Hoppy into the embrace, holding them as tightly as she dared.

Sara met Estaria’s gaze across the fire. His eyes held the same conflict she felt—the urge to shield them both, even knowing it was already too late.

They all stayed up another hour, the fire burning low as they spoke in hushed voices. No more half-truths—just quiet explanations, careful and measured. Clara asked sharp questions. Beth clung to Mr. Hoppy, listening but saying little. When their eyelids grew heavy and words became murmurs, Sara guided them to the tent, tucking them in with hands that lingered longer than usual. Sleep claimed them one by one, but Sara remained awake, watching the fire’s last embers fade.

* * *

Estaria's feet sank into the wet sand, each step requiring extra effort. The morning sun warmed his back as he led the group along the shoreline, careful to keep them close to where the waves lapped at the beach. The packed sand there made for easier walking.

Behind him, Clara and Beth's footsteps had grown steadier over the past few days. The first day had been rough - Beth had cried from the strain, and Clara's determined silence had barely masked her exhaustion. But they'd grown stronger, their bodies adapting to the constant movement.

"Look!" Beth's voice carried over the rhythmic sound of the waves. "Another blue one!"

Estaria turned to see her holding up a chunk of sapphire, roughly the size of her palm. The morning light caught its facets, sending blue sparkles dancing across her face. These finds had become their saving grace - turning their difficult journey into a treasure hunt that kept the girls engaged.

"That's a good one," Sara said, examining the stone. "Bigger than yesterday's."

The beach stretched before them, a glittering tapestry of ordinary sand interwoven with fragments of precious stones. Titanium gleamed silver, corundum added spots of red and purple, but it was the sapphire that dominated - thousands of blue fragments catching the light like fallen stars.

They walked until the sun climbed high overhead. The heat should have been oppressive, but a constant breeze off the Sapphire Sea kept them comfortable. Estaria had just started looking for a spot to rest when Beth gasped.

The world had transformed. The underlying vein of sapphire must have surged closer to the surface here, because the shallow waters had become impossibly blue. The color seemed to rise from the sea itself, painting everything in ethereal shades of azure and cobalt. Even the air appeared tinted, as if they viewed the world through stained glass.

"It's beautiful," Clara whispered, all pretense of being too grown up for wonder stripped away.

They stood transfixed. The waves rolled in, each one carrying that extraordinary blue. The foam itself seemed to glow with an inner light. Where the water retreated, it left the wet sand tinted turquoise.

Beth dropped to her knees, trailing her fingers through the blue-tinted sand. "It's like magic."

"Kind of is," Estaria said softly. He'd heard stories of the Sapphire Sea's beauty, but nothing had prepared him for this. The vast expanse of blue stretched to the horizon, meeting the lighter blue of the sky in a seamless gradient.

Sara sat in the sand, pulling Beth into her lap. Clara settled beside them, and for a long moment, they simply existed in that blue-washed world. The constant tension in Sara's shoulders seemed to ease slightly as she watched the waves.

A school of fish darted through the shallows, their silver scales taking on the blue tint of the water. Seabirds wheeled overhead, their white feathers reflecting the sapphire glow from below. Even the clouds seemed touched by it, their edges tinged with cerulean.

"Can we stay here a while?" Beth asked, her voice small and wondering.

Sara glanced at Estaria, who nodded. They'd made good time these past days, and this moment felt too precious to rush past.

"We can rest here," Sara said, running her fingers through Beth's wind-tangled hair. "Just for a bit."

They ate lunch there, watching the play of light on water. Clara and Beth took turns drawing patterns in the blue-tinted sand with sticks, while Sara sorted through their collection of beach treasures, selecting the best pieces to keep.

Estaria found himself relaxing despite everything. The endless blue brought a strange peace, as if the world's troubles couldn't quite reach them here. The waves kept their steady rhythm, the wind carried the clean scent of salt, and for a little while, they were just people on a beach, captured by its beauty.

Beth dozed off in Sara's lap, her face peaceful. Clara had moved closer to the water, letting the blue-tinted foam wash over her feet. Her expression held the same quiet wonder it had shown when they first arrived.

The sun continued its arc overhead, and still they sat, surrounded by blue. Even as the angle of light changed, the color remained intense - as if the sea itself generated the hue rather than merely reflecting it. It was the kind of sight that burned itself into memory, that would return in dreams and quiet moments for years to come.

Estaria gazed out over the endless expanse of blue. The rhythmic waves lulled his senses, and something deep within him shifted. The world tilted, and suddenly he stood at the bottom of the ocean. Pressure should have crushed him, yet he felt nothing but wonder as massive flows of molten rock surged beneath his feet.

The lava glowed orange-red, illuminating the darkness of the deep. As it cooled, crystals formed - sapphire, titanium, and corundum emerging from the same volcanic birth. The minerals mixed and flowed together, pushed upward through cracks in the seafloor. The process felt ancient and eternal, a cycle that had repeated countless times.

Reality snapped back like a rubber band. Estaria blinked, his feet once again planted firmly in the warm sand of the beach.

"The sapphire comes from lava flows under the ocean," he said, the words tumbling out before he could stop them. "The heat and pressure create the crystals, and they get pushed up through the seafloor."

Clara nodded, seemingly accepting this as perfectly normal information. Beth continued drawing patterns in the blue-tinted sand, equally unfazed.

Sara's eyes narrowed slightly, her gaze sharp and questioning. Estaria felt the weight of her stare but kept his eyes fixed on the waves. There was no reasonable explanation for how he knew that. He'd never studied geology, never even left the farm before recent events. The knowledge had simply appeared in his mind, as real as any memory.

His head spun. What had just happened? He tried to grasp the experience, but it slipped away like water through his fingers. Only the facts remained, clear and certain as if he'd known them all his life.

"Estaria! Sara!" Beth's voice cut through his confusion. "Come look at this!"

Clara joined in. "Why isn't the water blue up there?"

Grateful for the distraction, Estaria walked toward where the girls stood pointing. A river mouth opened into the sea nearby, its waters a normal, transparent brown-green. The contrast was striking - the clear river water meeting the intense blue of the Sapphire Sea created a distinct line where they merged.

The sand changed too. The glittering blue-tinted grains gave way to ordinary beige where the river deposited its sediment. Small waves lapped at both shores, mixing the waters in swirling patterns of blue and clear.

Estaria's feet sank into the softer riverbank sand as he approached. The river curved inland, disappearing behind a line of sturdy coastal trees. Their branches swayed in the constant sea breeze, dropping occasional leaves into the flowing water.

"The river doesn't have any sapphire in it," he said, forcing his mind to focus on the present moment. The ordinary sight of river meeting sea helped ground him after his strange vision. "It's only the seawater that's blue because of all the tiny pieces of sapphire mixed in."

Beth crouched down, picking up handfuls of sand from each side of where the waters met. "Look! This side sparkles and this side doesn't!"

Estaria's gaze drifted across the treeline, and he froze. Through the gaps in the foliage, dark wood gleamed. The unmistakable curve of a ship's hull nestled among the trees, hidden from the sea but visible from their position on the riverbank.

"Sara," he called softly, not taking his eyes from the vessel. "Come look at this."

Sara gathered the girls, and they followed Estaria as he picked his way through the undergrowth. The schooner's size became apparent as they drew closer - easily large enough for ocean travel, with reinforced sides of rich, dark wood that spoke of quality craftsmanship.

As they circled the vessel, Estaria's hand traced the smooth planking. The wood had been treated with something that left it feeling like polished stone. Halfway around, his fingers encountered a change in texture. A lighter wood had been inlaid against the dark background, forming an intricate design of a sun rising over stylized waves.

"It's beautiful," Clara whispered, reaching up to touch the pattern herself.

The ground around the ship held evidence of regular maintenance - brushes with stiff bristles lay neatly arranged beside pots of sealant and wood stain. The sharp smell of pine tar lingered in the air. Someone had built a small workbench under the trees, its surface clean but marked with years of use.

Estaria studied the vessel more closely. Weather had left its mark - slight warping here, sun-bleaching there - but every sign of wear had been meticulously addressed. No rot touched the wood, no rust marked the fittings. Even the rope coiled on deck looked fresh and well-maintained.

"Should we look inside?" Beth asked, already moving toward the gangplank.

"Careful," Sara cautioned, but followed her up.

The deck creaked softly under their feet. Near the helm, Estaria found a leather-bound book. Opening it revealed columns of neat figures - weights, dates, cargo manifests. He flipped through several pages, frowning.

"Just looks like shipping records," he said, but something felt off. Why hide such a well-maintained vessel here, away from any port? Why maintain it so carefully if it was just for regular trade?

Estaria's hands trembled slightly as he repositioned the ledger. The leather cover settled against the wood with a soft thump. Each item needed to return to its exact position - anything out of place would signal their presence.

"Come on, girls," Sara whispered, already moving down the gangplank.

Beth opened her mouth, probably to protest, but Clara grabbed her hand and pulled her along. Smart girl. She'd picked up on the tension.

Estaria followed, careful to avoid the spots that had creaked on their way up. His boot caught a loose splinter, and he paused to smooth it back into place with his thumb. The treated wood felt oddly warm under his touch.

Back on solid ground, Sara set a brisk pace toward the beach. Beth stumbled on a root, but Clara steadied her before she fell. The undergrowth scratched at their clothes, leaving traces of their passage. Estaria took a moment to bend branches back into place, obscuring their trail.

The blue-tinted beach welcomed them back, but its earlier magic had dissolved into an unsettling alien landscape. Even the constant waves felt ominous now, their rhythm too regular, too watching.

"Let's move quickly," he said, scanning the horizon. Nothing but blue in every direction. "We want to cover some distance before dark."

Sara nodded, already steering the girls east. Beth's earlier wonder had faded into exhaustion, her feet dragging in the sand. Clara maintained her usual quiet determination, but her shoulders drooped.

They walked until the sun hung low over the water, painting everything in shades of amber and gold. The blue tint faded as they traveled, returning to normal beach colors. Estaria's legs ached, but he pressed on, checking behind them every few minutes.

"There," Sara pointed to a cluster of weather-worn rocks rising from the sand. "We can shelter there for the night."

The formation created a natural windbreak, with enough space between the rocks for their small group. Beach grass grew in sparse clumps, providing some cushioning from the sand. More importantly, the rocks would hide their fire from the sea.

Beth collapsed dramatically onto her bedroll. "My feet hurt."

"Mine too," Clara admitted, settling beside her sister.

Sara started unpacking their supplies while Estaria gathered driftwood. The salt-soaked wood would smoke, but the wind would disperse it quickly enough. His hands moved automatically, arranging the kindling, but his mind kept drifting back to that ship.

The fire caught easily. Sara heated water for tea while the girls huddled close to the flames. The sun sank lower, shadows stretching across the sand. Estaria found himself counting the waves, using their rhythm to mark time.

Movement on the horizon caught his eye. He squinted against the glare of sunset. There - a dark shape cutting through the waves. As it drew closer, details emerged. Dark wood hull, gleaming with that same stone-like finish. The same vessel, or its twin.

The schooner moved steadily eastward, its sails full with the evening wind. Estaria held his breath until it passed, disappearing into the gathering dusk. Sara hadn't noticed, focused on preparing their meal. The girls dozed by the fire, exhausted from the day's travel.

He should tell Sara. But what would he say? That he'd seen a ship sailing? There was nothing inherently suspicious about that. Except... except for that careful maintenance in a hidden dock. Except for that too-neat ledger. Except for the way his instincts screamed danger.

The waves kept their steady rhythm as darkness settled over the beach. Stars emerged, their light competing with the dying fire. Clara and Beth slept deeply, their faces peaceful in the fading firelight. Sara arranged their bedrolls closer to the rocks, where the sand retained some of the day's warmth.

Estaria volunteered for first watch, settling himself where he could see both the sea and the beach. The moon rose, painting a silver path across the water. He traced its reflection, remembering the blue magic of morning. How quickly wonder could turn to worry.

His fingers found a smooth stone in his pocket - one of Beth's sapphire pieces. In the moonlight, it looked almost black. He rolled it between his fingers, feeling its edges, letting its solid presence anchor him to the moment.

The waves continued their endless dance with the shore. Estaria counted them, matching his breathing to their rhythm. One hundred waves. Two hundred. The moon climbed higher. Three hundred waves. Four hundred.

Behind him, Sara stirred. "My turn," she whispered. "Get some rest."

Estaria nodded, passing her the sapphire piece. She accepted it without comment, finding her own spot among the rocks. He lay down, but sleep proved elusive. Even with his eyes closed, he could hear the waves. Could imagine that dark ship moving through the night, carrying its secrets eastward.




Chapter 18: Pirates!

The forest thickened as they moved away from the shoreline. Estaria's boots crunched on fallen pine needles, a welcome change from endless sand. The girls had perked up once they entered the shade, the cooler air energizing their tired legs.

"We should find somewhere to rest properly," Estaria said, pushing a branch aside. "Tidalrest is close, but we need a plan before walking in."

Sara adjusted her pack. "Agreed. The girls need time to recover."

"Look!" Beth pointed upward through the trees. "Is that a house?"

Estaria followed her gesture. Through the branches, he spotted wooden platforms and walls nestled among three massive pines. The construction was weathered but solid - clearly maintained by someone who knew their craft.

"It's a hunter's blind," he said, circling the base of the largest tree. "They use these during long hunts." A sturdy ladder of wooden slats led upward.

Clara peered up. "Can we stay here?"

"Let me check first." Estaria climbed the ladder, testing each rung. The platform didn't creak under his weight - a good sign. The blind itself was spacious, with proper walls and a slanted roof to shed rain. Someone had left basic supplies: dry kindling, a few clay pots, even some preserved vegetables in sealed jars.

"It's perfect," he called down. "Plenty of room for all of us."

Beth practically bounced in place. "A treehouse! Can we go up now?"

Sara helped the girls with their packs before they climbed. Their exhaustion seemed forgotten as they explored the blind's interior. It had clearly been built for extended stays, with sleeping platforms along one wall and a small fire pit near the screened window.

"This is amazing," Clara said, running her hand along the smooth wooden walls. "Like something from a story."

"More comfortable than the ground, that's certain." Sara set down her pack, then gestured for Beth to sit. "Let me see those feet of yours."

Beth's shoes came off to reveal angry blisters. Clara's weren't much better. Sara pulled medical supplies from her pack while Estaria got a fire started in the steel fire pit. The smoke drew efficiently through gaps in the roof slats.

"We should stay here a few days," Sara said, applying salve to Beth's feet. "Give these a chance to heal."

Estaria nodded, watching the flames catch. "We need to be careful about entering Tidalrest anyway. It's not like Appledale - guards at every gate, checking papers."

"Will they be looking for us?" Clara asked quietly.

Sara shot Estaria a warning look. "Just normal precautions. Nothing to worry about, yet. "

But Clara's question hung in the air as Sara finished tending to the girls' injuries. Beth had fallen asleep on her sleeping platform, worn out from the day's journey. Clara soon followed, though Estaria noticed she kept one eye open, watching them.

Once both girls were asleep, Sara moved closer to the fire. "Mother will almost certainly focus her attention on Convergence first. It'll be a few days yet before she learns that you never arrived there."

The fire popped and crackled. Through the blind's window, Estaria could see branches swaying in the evening breeze. The girls' steady breathing provided a quiet counterpoint to their whispered planning.

"We need supplies," Sara continued. "Real beds for the girls. Proper food. We can't live in hunting blinds forever."

"No." Estaria pulled out his father's ledger. "But we need to be smart about this. One wrong move..."

"I know." Sara's voice was tight. "Believe me, I know exactly what's at stake."

They fell silent, watching the fire die down to embers. The blind grew darker, shadows deepening in the corners. Clara mumbled something in her sleep, and Sara immediately moved to check on her.

"We should rest," she said, returning to the fire. "We can plan more tomorrow."

Estaria's neck protested as he shifted on the hard sleeping platform. Sunlight filtered through the blind's screens, casting dappled patterns across the wooden floor. His muscles ached from days of walking and carrying the girls, but at least they'd slept safely last night.

The scent of Sara heating preserved vegetables from the hunter's stores made his stomach growl. Beth and Clara were already awake, helping Sara arrange their meager breakfast on clay plates.

"We need to figure out our next steps," Estaria said, accepting a plate from Sara. The vegetables were bland but filling. "I've been thinking about what Clara mentioned last week."

Clara perked up. "What?"

"You told us about Angel's friend in Tidalrest - a baker named Leona."

Clara nodded, pushing a carrot around her plate. "Angel took me there once. She made the best honeycakes I've ever tasted." A small smile crossed her face at the memory. "Angel really trusted her. Said she was one of the kindest people she knew."

"Do you remember where her shop was?" Estaria asked between bites.

Clara's forehead wrinkled in concentration. "It was... halfway between the square and the gate, I think? There was a blue door, and lots of flowers in the window. And I remember walking past some fish stalls to get there." She looked apologetic. "Sorry, that's not very helpful, is it?"

"Actually, that helps narrow it down," Estaria said, though he knew the dock district was still huge. "But you're right - it's not quite enough to risk everyone's safety on."

Sara set down her empty plate. "What are you thinking?"

"I should go into town alone first," Estaria said. "Scout things out, find Leona, maybe arrange passage on a ship. We need supplies and money too." He gestured at their dwindling food stores.

Beth made a face at her plate, as if to emphasize his point.

"I suppose you went to too much effort to get us here, to betray us now," Sara protested. "but if anyone recognizes you-"

"It's more dangerous to take the girls into town blind," Estaria countered. "At least alone I can move quickly, blend in. And if something goes wrong, you'll be safely hidden here."

Sara frowned, but didn't argue further. She knew he was right.

"I don't like splitting up," Clara said quietly.

"Neither do I," Estaria admitted. "But sometimes the safest path isn't the easiest one." He reached over and squeezed her hand. "I'll be careful, I promise. And I'll bring back some of those honeycakes if I find Leona."

That earned him a small smile from Clara, though worry still shadowed her eyes.

"How long will you be gone?" Beth asked, abandoning her half-eaten breakfast.

"I should be back before nightfall," Estaria said. "If I'm not back by then..." He caught Sara's warning look and changed course. "I'll be back before you know it."

They spent the rest of breakfast working out details. Sara knew several merchants who might exchange goods without asking questions. Clara drew a rough map of what she remembered about Leona's bakery, while Beth contributed by listing all the supplies they needed, heavy on sweets and light on vegetables.

Estaria committed it all to memory, knowing he couldn't risk carrying written notes. As he prepared to leave, checking his coin purse and adjusting his clothes, he felt the weight of their hopes settling on his shoulders. They needed this to work.

* * *

Estaria strode through Tidalrest's eastern gate, forcing his shoulders back and his chin high despite the nervous energy coursing through him. The familiar fish-and-salt air hit his nose, mixed with the scents of fresh bread and roasting meat from nearby taverns. His boots clicked against the cobblestones as he made his way down toward the docks.

The harbor bustled with its usual morning activity. Seagulls wheeled overhead, their cries mixing with shouts of dockworkers and the creak of wooden ships. Nets heavy with fish swung from newly-arrived vessels, while others loaded barrels and crates for departure.

He approached the first ship, a weathered vessel with peeling blue paint. The captain barely glanced at him before shaking his head - full cargo, no room for passengers. The second captain wanted too much money. The third ship wasn't leaving for weeks.

The sun climbed higher as Estaria worked his way down the docks. His shirt stuck to his back in the humid air, but he maintained his purposeful stride. Each conversation made the next easier, his voice growing steadier as he practiced his story about merchant sisters seeking passage.

Near the end of the fourth dock, he spotted a pristine Concordian grain ship. Its white sails were furled tight, hull freshly painted in Concordian blue and gold. But what caught his attention was the dragon.

The creature perched on the stern deck, obsidian scales gleaming in the sunlight. Two elegant tails curled around its feet - a sight Estaria had never seen before. The young dragon couldn't have been much bigger than a pony, but it carried itself with unmistakable dignity as it surveyed the dock.

"Interested in passage?" A weathered woman in a captain's coat approached, noting his attention. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled back in a tight braid, and laugh lines creased the corners of her eyes. "I'm Captain Mei."

"Perhaps," Estaria said, tearing his gaze from the dragon. "For three passengers to Luminara. When do you sail?"

"Two days' time, weather permitting." She gestured toward her ship. "We've space in the passenger cabin, though it's simple quarters."

They discussed terms, the captain's straightforward manner putting Estaria more at ease. The price was fair, and she asked few questions beyond confirmation of payment. She seemed more interested in telling him about her ship's speed records than prying into his business.

"The young one there is our navy escort," she said, nodding toward the dragon. "First posting, I believe. Quite the honor for us - they don't often assign dragons to merchant vessels."

Estaria watched the dragon snap playfully at a seagull that ventured too close. "I've never seen one with two tails before."

"Nor have I," the captain said. "Been sailing thirty years, and that's a first. Half the dock's been by to gawk already." She chuckled. "We'll be the talk of every port between here and Luminara, I expect."

Perfect, Estaria thought. He'd be able to confirm the ship's departure without asking suspicious questions - everyone would be talking about the two-tailed dragon's first voyage.

They settled the details, Estaria saying the passengers would arrive the next day with the payment. His hands shook slightly as he tucked the written agreement into his vest, but the captain didn't seem to notice.

Walking away from the docks, he felt some of his tension ease. One task done. Now he just had to face the banks - and hope his parents hadn't somehow already spread word about the missing ledger. His stomach clenched again at the thought, but he squared his shoulders and headed toward the merchant district. He couldn't afford to look uncertain now.

The merchant district rose before him, buildings growing taller and more ornate. Glass windows gleamed in the late morning sun, their displays showcasing fine fabrics and intricate metalwork. The sweet scent of fresh-baked bread wafted from a nearby bakery, mixing with the ever-present salt air.

He paused outside Madame Roslyn's Clothier, studying his reflection in the polished window. His clothes, though clean when he'd left Appledale, now bore the marks of hard travel - dust-stained and wrinkled. No Valens would be caught dead looking so disheveled, especially not in the merchant district. His mother's voice echoed in his head, critiquing every imperfection.

A small bell chimed as he entered the shop. The scent of fresh fabric and leather enveloped him, familiar from countless fittings with his mother. An elderly woman looked up from her needlework, her eyes sharp behind wire-rimmed spectacles.

"Good morning, young sir," she said, setting aside her work. "How may I assist you today?"

"I need something appropriate for banking business," Estaria said, trying to channel his mother's assured tone.

Madame Roslyn's eyes darted over Estaria's travel-worn clothes, her lips pursing slightly. "Of course, sir. However, given our... exclusive clientele, we do require a modest deposit before beginning."

Heat rose in Estaria's cheeks as he reached into his coin pouch, barely registering the amount she quoted before placing several gold pieces on the counter. The seamstress's eyes widened, and she immediately transformed, bowing and apologizing profusely.

"Oh my, I am so terribly sorry, young sir. Please, please, right this way to our fitting area." Her hands fluttered anxiously as she guided him to a raised platform surrounded by mirrors.

The next hour passed in a whirlwind of measuring tapes, fabric swatches, and endless chatter. Madame Roslyn's tongue seemed determined to make up for her earlier slight, sharing every scrap of gossip she'd gathered while her nimble fingers worked.

"Hold still now, sir. Did you see the dragon down at the docks? Two tails! In all my years, I've never..." She adjusted his sleeve length. "My sister's boy works the docks, says it's quite young. First assignment and all. Imagine that! Such an honor for our humble port."

Estaria allowed himself a small smile, pleased to hear confirmation of the ship's status spreading through town. The seamstress continued, pins held between her lips as she adjusted the fit of a deep blue vest.

"Though we had quite the excitement last week too - arms up please, sir." She tugged at the fabric. "Pirates, if you can believe it! One of those dark ships from Fenhaven, all reinforced wood with that gaudy sun emblem. Had the nerve to try and waylay one of our grain barges."

Estaria's breath caught, his mind snapping back to the hidden dock and the similar vessel he'd glimpsed there. His fingers tightened on the edge of the platform.

"Thank the heavens for the Concord Navy, I say. Drove them right back east where they belong." She sniffed disapprovingly. "Let them stay in Fenhaven with the rest of their ilk. Now, turn please."

But Estaria barely heard her final adjustments, his thoughts caught on that secret ship and its implications. The seamstress continued working, oblivious to his distraction as she made final marks and measurements.

"There we are, sir. Your new attire will be ready by sunset." She bowed deeply, ushering him toward the door. "And again, my sincerest apologies for earlier. We look forward to serving you again."

"I'm going to the bank now. I'll head off and wash up, and be back in an hour. Will that be enough time?" Estaria slid a few extra coins across the counter.

The coins disappeared before they had rightly settled on the counter, "Of course sir. Can I have your name?"

"Estaria Valens"

In the washroom behind the shop, Estaria scrubbed the road dust from his skin and combed his hair into submission. The face that looked back from the mirror seemed both familiar and strange - the clothes transformed him back into Estaria Valens, son of a prominent merchant family, rather than the desperate fugitive he'd become.

He settled his account with Madame Roslyn, who beamed with satisfaction at her work. The old clothes went into his pack, carefully wrapped to avoid soiling his new attire.

The main square sprawled before him as he emerged, its fountain throwing diamond droplets into the air. The Gaiadran Central Bank dominated the northern side, its marble columns and brass-bound doors declaring its importance to all who passed. Guards in the bank's crimson livery flanked the entrance, their polished breastplates catching the sunlight.

Estaria drew himself up, squaring his shoulders as he'd seen his father do countless times. Each step up the marble stairs felt heavier than the last, but he kept his pace measured and confident. The guards nodded respectfully as he approached - the new clothes doing their work.

Cool air washed over him as he entered the bank's main hall. The ceiling soared overhead, supported by more marble columns. Brass tellers' windows lined the walls, while well-dressed clerks hurried about with ledgers and scrolls. The floor's intricate mosaic depicted scenes from Gaiadra's history, worn smooth by generations of wealthy boots.

He approached the nearest unoccupied teller, a middle-aged man whose quill paused mid-stroke at Estaria's approach.

"Good morning," Estaria said, his voice steady despite his racing heart. "I need to speak with the bank manager regarding the Valens family accounts."

The teller's eyebrows rose slightly. "Of course, sir. May I have your name?"

"Estaria Valens."

Recognition flickered across the teller's face. "One moment, please."

The man disappeared through a door behind the counter. Estaria forced himself to breathe evenly, fighting the urge to look over his shoulder. He could feel the weight of the stolen ledger more acutely than ever.

The teller returned moments later. "Master Valens, if you'll follow me? Master Goldweather will see you now."

Estaria followed the teller down a side corridor, their footsteps muffled by thick carpeting. Oil paintings of past bank managers watched their passage, their stern faces seeming to judge his every move. The teller stopped before an ornately carved door and knocked twice.

"Enter," called a voice from within.

The office smelled of leather and ink. Master Goldweather sat behind a massive mahogany desk, his fingers steepled before him. The thin man's gray eyes studied Estaria with the careful assessment of someone used to weighing risks against rewards.

"Please, have a seat Master Valens." The manager gestured to one of two padded chairs facing his desk.

Estaria settled into the chair, willing his hands to remain steady as he met the banker's gaze. "Thank you for seeing me on such short notice."

"Of course. How may I assist the Valens family today?"

"My parents are pursuing an exciting opportunity." Estaria leaned forward slightly, mimicking his father's posture during business discussions. "They're about to be elevated to King and Queen Regent, and we're looking to establish a stronger presence in Concord."

The manager's eyebrows lifted. "Indeed? That is significant news."

"Yes, and time-sensitive. I've spent the past two weeks down country, finalizing details." Estaria kept his voice measured, professional. "We need a modest sum to secure the arrangement - just a few thousand gold."

Master Goldweather's expression remained carefully neutral. "I see. And you have proof of your lineage? The bank must maintain certain... precautions."

"Of course." Estaria reached for his pack, apologizing as he withdrew his travel-worn clothes. "I haven't had time to transfer the family emblem to my new attire yet." He spread out the fabric, revealing the intricate Valens crest embroidered near the collar.

The manager examined the emblem but didn't appear entirely convinced. His thin fingers drummed once on his desk. "While the craftsmanship is excellent..."

Estaria reached into his pack again, withdrawing the green ledger. His heart pounded as he placed it on the desk. "My father's personal ledger. I brought it to record the transaction details." He opened it carefully to the first few pages, where Burl's familiar handwriting detailed various trades and agreements.

Master Goldweather's eyes widened slightly as he scanned the entries. His posture shifted, becoming more attentive. "This is quite thorough documentation."

"Father insists on perfect records." Estaria allowed himself a small smile, thinking of the darker records hidden in the later pages. "I'm to update it as soon as the deal is complete."

The manager nodded slowly, clearly recognizing Burl's distinctive notation style. "Everything appears to be in order." He pulled several forms from his desk drawer. "How much did you say you needed?"

"A thousand gold should suffice for now."

Papers scratched against the desk as the manager slid them forward. "Your signature here, and here." He indicated several lines with a manicured finger. "And initial these paragraphs."

Estaria signed where indicated, his hand steady despite his racing pulse. The manager added his own signature with a flourish, then rang a small bell on his desk.

A clerk appeared moments later, receiving quiet instructions. He returned shortly with a heavy leather pouch, placing it carefully on the desk.

"Your thousand gold pieces, Master Valens." The manager smiled thinly. "We trust this will help secure your family's new venture."

"Thank you for your assistance." Estaria secured the pouch inside his vest, its weight both reassuring and terrifying. He gathered the ledger and his old clothes, tucking them safely away in his pack.

Master Goldweather stood, extending his hand. "Please give my regards to your father. We look forward to supporting the Valens family's continued success."

Estaria shook the offered hand, forcing himself to maintain eye contact. "I'll be sure to do that. Good day, Master Goldweather."

Estaria's legs nearly gave out once he rounded the corner from the bank. He sagged against the nearest wall, finally letting out a shuddering breath. His hands trembled as he touched the coin purse beneath his vest, the weight of it both comforting and damning.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the merchant district's cobblestones. His new clothes felt stiff and confining after days in his travel-worn attire, but they had served their purpose. A thousand gold pieces. More money than he'd ever handled on his own.

Once his racing heart steadied, he straightened and smoothed his vest. A merchant's son would never slouch in public - his mother's voice again. He forced his feet to move at an unhurried pace, maintaining the carefully crafted illusion of belonging.

The streets grew busier as workers began heading home for the evening. The smell of fresh bread from nearby bakeries reminded him of his original plan to find Leona's shop. He glanced at the darkening sky, knowing he'd already been gone longer than intended. Sara would be worried, and the girls...

A pang of guilt struck him. He'd promised to return before dark. The hunter's blind was well-hidden, but leaving them alone for too long wasn't wise. Besides, traveling these roads at night invited unwanted attention - especially carrying such a sum.

He waited until he was well past the city gates before quickening his pace. The familiar weight of his pack felt almost welcoming after hours of playing the proper merchant's son. His body remembered the rhythm of walking, even as his mind churned over the day's events.

The coast road stretched before him, empty save for a few late travelers heading into town. Salt air cleared his head, washing away the cloying scent of the bank's perfumed interior. Waves crashed against the shoreline below, their steady rhythm matching his footsteps.

A group of merchants passed, heading toward Tidalrest. Estaria straightened his spine, nodding politely as they crossed paths. He maintained his measured pace until they disappeared around a bend, then broke into a steady jog.

The sun sank lower, painting the sky in deepening shades of purple and orange. He left the coast road at the agreed-upon marker, pushing through thick undergrowth toward the hunter's blind. Branches caught at his fine new clothes, but he couldn't bring himself to care.

His legs ached from the sustained pace, unused to such exertion after days of slower travel with the children. But he pressed on, knowing each step brought him closer to Sara and the girls. The forest grew darker around him, shadows deepening between the trees.

A twig snapped somewhere in the gathering gloom. Estaria froze, his hand instinctively moving to the coin purse. He held his breath, listening intently. Nothing but the rustle of leaves in the evening breeze. Still, he moved more carefully after that, placing each foot with deliberate precision.

The hunter's blind appeared exactly as he'd left it, nearly invisible among the dense foliage. No smoke rose from within - Sara knew better than to risk a fire. But as Estaria approached, he could make out the faintest whisper of Clara's voice, reciting one of her favorite stories to Beth.

He gave their signal, a soft whistle like a thrush's evening call. Sara's answering whistle came immediately, releasing the tension in his shoulders. He was home - or as close to home as they had now.

* * *

Estaria ducked through the hunter blind's entrance, his pack bulging with supplies. The girls' faces lit up at his return, though he noticed Sara's shoulders relax first.

"You're late," Sara said, but her tone held more relief than reproach.

"Sorry. The bank took longer than expected." He shrugged off his pack, the contents clattering slightly. "But I come bearing gifts."

Beth bounced on her toes. "Did you get the candy? The red ones I like?"

"Beth," Sara chided, but Estaria was already pulling out a small paper bag.

"Red ones, and the yellow ones Clara prefers." He handed them over, watching Beth's eyes widen at the generous portion. "Don't eat them all at once."

Clara accepted her share with more restraint, but her eyes sparkled just as brightly. "Thank you, Estaria."

He continued unpacking: dried meat, fresh bread still warm from the baker's, cheese that hadn't been sitting in the sun for days, and vegetables that actually crunched when you bit them. The familiar routine of setting up dinner felt almost normal, though the hunter's blind was a far cry from any proper kitchen.

Sara worked efficiently beside him, her movements precise as she arranged their modest cooking setup. The smell of proper food cooking made his stomach growl, reminding him how long they'd subsisted on trail rations.

"There's something else," Estaria said once the girls were absorbed in their treats. He reached deeper into his pack and carefully withdrew two bottles, their dark glass gleaming in the dim light. The Valens family crest stood out clearly on the labels.

Sara's hands stilled. "Is that...?"

"Mother's premium bourbon. From her private collection." He set them down gently. "One for the ship captain - it should help secure your passage. The other is for you."

"Estaria, I can't-"

"You'll need it," he interrupted. "In Luminara. Mother's coins might not be accepted overseas, but these bottles?" He tapped one carefully. "These are known even across the sea. One bottle should fetch enough to set you and the girls up somewhere modest while you find your feet."

Sara's fingers traced the embossed label. "How did you get these?"

"Let's just say Mother won't miss them for a while." He tried for a light tone, but Sara's sharp look told him she heard what he wasn't saying.

The stew bubbled, drawing their attention back to dinner. Beth wandered over, drawn by the smell of actual cooking. "Can I help?"

"You can set out the bowls," Sara said, smoothly shifting the bottles out of sight.

They ate slowly, savoring real food after days of travel fare. Clara told stories between bites, her voice painting pictures of the dolphins they'd seen earlier. Beth added increasingly fantastic details until even Sara cracked a smile.

"Can we have more?" Beth asked, holding out her empty bowl.

Sara hesitated, but Estaria nodded. "There's plenty. We should eat well while we can."

As Sara dished out seconds, Estaria caught her eye. She gave him a slight nod - acknowledgment and thanks wrapped in one small gesture. They both knew what those bottles represented: a future, however uncertain, for her and the girls.

The evening settled around them, comfortable despite their circumstances. Beth dozed against Sara's side, while Clara organized their new supplies with careful precision. The bottles sat safely wrapped in Estaria's spare clothes, their presence a silent promise of tomorrow's possibilities.

"We should rest," Sara said finally. "It's been a long day."

They arranged their bedrolls in the familiar pattern of the past week. Beth curled up instantly, still clutching her bag of candy. Clara followed more slowly, her movements betraying her exhaustion despite her attempts to help clean up.

Estaria watched them settle, these girls who had become his responsibility through no choice of their own. The bourbon bottles might smooth their path, but they couldn't guarantee safety. Still, it was something - a starting point, at least.

Sara caught his eye as she banked their small fire. "Thank you," she whispered, too quietly for the girls to hear. "For everything."

Sara scrubbed at the bowls with a small rag, using precious canteen water to clean away the remnants of their meal. The wooden platform of the hunter's blind creaked beneath her as she worked, tossing the dirty water over the railing into the darkness below.

The bottles of bourbon weighed on her mind. Not their physical presence - they were safely tucked away - but what they represented. Those weren't just expensive spirits; they were Klindon's personal stock, kept under lock and key. Sara had heard enough about Estaria's mother over the years to know the risk he'd taken. Stealing from Klindon Valens wasn't just dangerous - it was practically suicidal.

And yet he'd done it. For them.

The sound of Beth's soft snoring drifted out from inside the blind. Sara glanced back through the doorway, watching her nieces sleep. Clara had curled protectively around her sister, even in slumber. They looked so peaceful, so unaware of the danger that had driven them from their homes.

The name "Streacresh" surfaced in her thoughts, along with Estaria's strange reaction when he'd found it in the ledger. She still didn't understand why that particular entry had affected him so deeply, or why he'd felt compelled to steal the book in the first place. But watching him with the girls, seeing how fiercely he worked to protect them...

She understood what Angel had seen in him now.

Angel had always defended Estaria when others questioned her choice. "There's more to him than his family name," she'd insist. Sara hadn't believed it then, too wary of anything connected to the Valens family. But now...

Sara set the last clean bowl aside and dried her hands on her skirt. Inside the blind, Estaria sat cross-legged near the girls, his attention focused on the ledger in his lap. The flickering lantern cast shadows across his face, highlighting the exhaustion etched there.

"Estaria," she called softly. "Could you come out here for a moment?"

He looked up, surprised, then carefully set the ledger aside and joined her on the balcony. The night air carried the scent of pine and distant sea salt. Sara leaned against the railing, gathering her thoughts.

"I owe you an apology," she began.

"For what?"

"For judging you unfairly. For seeing only your family name." She turned to face him. "I understand now what Angel saw in you. Why she trusted you so completely."

Pain flashed across his features at Angel's name, raw and immediate. Not the dull ache of an old wound, but something fresh and bleeding. Sara's heart ached for him.

"I know this isn't what any of us planned," she continued. "And I don't understand everything that's happening - with the ledger, with Streacresh, with any of it. But I want you to know that I forgive you for getting us tangled up in all this."

Estaria's hands tightened on the railing. "You don't have to-"

"Yes, I do." Sara touched his arm gently. "You've risked everything to keep us safe. Those bottles alone..." She shook her head. "I know what your mother will do if she discovers they're missing."

The wood creaked under their feet as Estaria shifted. "It was worth the risk."

"I know. That's exactly what I mean." She smiled sadly. "Angel always said you had a good heart. She was right."

Estaria's breath caught at that, and Sara pretended not to notice him wiping his eyes. They stood in companionable silence for a moment, listening to the night sounds of the forest.

"I don’t know what you’re searching for in that ledger," Sara said finally, "but I hope you find it. And I hope, when you do, it gives you peace."

He didn't respond, but his shoulders relaxed slightly. Sara gave his arm one final pat before heading back inside to check on the girls. Beth had sprawled out in her sleep, one arm flung across Clara's face. Clara muttered something in her sleep, wrinkling her nose but not waking. Sara adjusted them gently, tucking the blanket more securely around their shoulders.




Chapter 19: Leona

Estaria wiped his eyes with his sleeve, the rough fabric scratching his face. The busy streets of Tidalrest bustled around him, merchants hawking their wares and dock workers hauling cargo. The familiar scents of fish, salt, and tar mingled with the aroma of fresh bread from nearby bakeries.

He took a deep breath, letting the morning air fill his lungs. The sharp tang of the sea helped clear his head. Clara had mentioned Leona's bakery during their journey - something about it being near the old clock tower, just past the merchant district. His eyes swept the skyline until he spotted the weathered structure rising above the surrounding buildings.

The cobblestone streets were already warming under the morning sun as he made his way through the merchant district. Shopkeepers arranged their displays, and early customers haggled over prices. A cart loaded with vegetables rumbled past, the wooden wheels clattering against the stones.

Estaria's mind worked through the timing as he walked. The bank withdrawal felt like ages ago, though only three days had passed. His mother's efficiency was legendary - she'd have runners moving fast, but even they couldn't outrun time itself. Two days for word to reach Appledale, another two back, plus time to gather her local contacts. Even at their fastest, her men wouldn't be ready for at least another day.

The thought steadied him. He had time to breathe, to think clearly. The weight of the past few days - the flight from Appledale, protecting Sara and the girls, arranging their passage - began to ease slightly from his shoulders.

The clock tower's shadow stretched across the street as he approached. Several bakeries dotted this area, their warm, sweet scents filling the air. Estaria paused, studying each storefront. The third one caught his eye - a modest building with fresh paint and clean windows. Through the glass, he could see loaves of bread arranged artfully on wooden shelves.

A bell chimed softly as he pushed open the door. The interior was warm and inviting, with golden light streaming through the windows. Behind the counter, a middle-aged woman with graying hair tied back in a neat bun looked up from where she was arranging pastries.

"Welcome to Leona's," she said warmly. "What can I get for you today?"

Estaria approached the counter, taking in the displays of bread and sweets. Everything looked perfect - almost too perfect. He'd grown up around bakers, had watched Angel work countless times. These goods showed the same careful attention to detail she'd always used.

"Just looking for now," he replied, noting how her eyes tracked his movement. There was something familiar in her gaze - the same sharp assessment he'd seen in Angel's eyes when evaluating produce at market. "Angel always spoke highly of your cinnamon rolls."

Leona's expression shifted subtly. "Angel? Angel Blush?"

"Yes." Estaria's throat tightened. "She was my..." The words stuck.

For a moment, Leona simply studied him. Then, her expression softened.

"Oh." Understanding softened Leona's features. "You must be Estaria. Angel wrote to me about you." She glanced around the empty shop before continuing in a lower voice. "She was a dear friend. I was devastated to hear about the fire."

Estaria nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The smell of fresh bread and cinnamon brought back memories of mornings in Angel's kitchen, watching her work while sharing quiet conversations.

"Let me get you something to eat," Leona said, already moving to wrap up several pastries. "On the house. Angel would never forgive me if I let you leave hungry."

As she worked, Estaria studied the layout of the shop. Two doors led to the back - one presumably to the kitchen, the other likely to storage or living quarters. The windows offered clear views of the street in both directions. Strategic, he thought, noting how Leona positioned herself to keep both the entrance and the back doors in sight.

The bell chimed again as another customer entered. Leona handed Estaria a paper-wrapped package, her movements efficient but unhurried.

"Come back anytime," she said, her tone carrying layers of meaning. "Friends of Angel are always welcome here."

Estaria nodded his thanks, and he sat at one of the pristinely kept tables. He had hours yet before he needed to disappear into the city's shadows. For now, he could take a moment to enjoy some pastries.

The morning crowd thinned as Estaria finished his second pastry. The sweetness lingered on his tongue, reminding him of shared breakfasts with Angel. His fingers traced the worn edge of the table, feeling the smoothness that came from years of careful maintenance.

Leona approached his table, wiping her flour-covered hands on her apron. She settled into the chair across from him with a familiarity that suggested years of similar conversations. She placed a small box on the table, pushing it toward him. Inside, dozens of letters from Angel.

"Angel used to write about you," she said, her eyes crinkling with warmth. "She'd tell me about this young man who'd steal flowers from other people's gardens to give to her."

Heat crept up Estaria's neck. "She told you about that?"

"Oh yes. And about how you'd climb up to her window at night, thinking you were being so sneaky." Leona chuckled. "Her father knew the whole time, you know."

The memory sparked a laugh from Estaria. "I never knew that."

"That's Angel for you - always finding ways to help people, even when they didn't know it." Leona's voice carried a hint of nostalgia. "Remember when she convinced half the town that beetles in the apple orchard were good luck?"

"The harvest festival!" Estaria leaned forward. "She decorated all those jars with ribbons and convinced everyone that catching beetles would bring fortune. The orchards were cleared in two days."

"And not a single person realized she'd tricked them into pest control." Leona shook her head, smiling. "That girl could talk her way out of anything. Remember the incident with Mrs. Pembroke's prize roses?"

As they shared stories, the weight in Estaria's chest began to shift. Each memory brought Angel closer, made her feel more present than she had in weeks. His hand drifted to his boot, fingers brushing against the familiar shape of her dagger.

The touch sent a jolt through him. Suddenly, he was back in their kitchen, watching Angel demonstrate proper knife technique, to Clara and Beth. Angel's patience when Clara cut herself, and cried.

His throat tightened as more memories rushed in. Angel teaching Clara how to braid Beth's hair. The way she'd hum while kneading bread, her hands working with confident precision. The slight wrinkle in her nose when she concentrated. The warmth of her smile when she told him about the baby.

"Estaria?" Leona's voice pulled him back to the present. Her expression held understanding, tinged with concern.

He exhaled sharply, pressing the heel of his hand against his eyes. The shop, the table, the scent of fresh bread—all came rushing back at once. He realized his cheeks were wet. "Sorry," he said, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. "It's just... sometimes it feels like I'm forgetting her. Like the memories are slipping away."

"That's grief for you," Leona said softly. "It comes in waves. Some days you think you're fine, and then something small - a smell, a sound - brings it all rushing back."

"She loved your raspberry tarts," Estaria said, his voice rough. "Used to say they were better than her mother's, but we could never tell her mother that."

Leona laughed. "She'd come in every week, trying to figure out my secret ingredient. Got closer than anyone else ever has."

"Did she ever guess it?"

"Almost. Her last letter said she thought she'd finally cracked it." Leona's smile turned wistful. "She was going to visit after the baby came, to see if she was right."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, the afternoon sun casting long shadows through the windows. Estaria glanced around, suddenly realizing how quiet the shop had become.

The 'Open' sign had been flipped to 'Closed,' though he hadn't noticed when it happened. The other customers had disappeared, leaving them alone among the empty tables and cooling ovens.

"How long have we been talking?" he asked, straightening in his chair.

"A few hours," Leona said, standing and brushing crumbs from her apron. "I know how to recognize someone who needs a friend. Angel taught me that, too."

Leona gathered the empty plates from their table. "You look exhausted. I have a spare bunk in the back if you need rest."

Estaria glanced out the window, surprised to see the sun hanging low in the sky. The afternoon had slipped away during their conversation. His stomach growled, reminding him that pastries, however delicious, weren't quite enough.

"Thank you. I should probably get some real food first though," he said, standing up. "Man cannot survive on pastries alone, no matter how good they are."

Leona chuckled "I take no offense. You are absolutely right. The bunk will be ready when you return." Leona disappeared into the back of the shop, her footsteps fading on the wooden floor.

The evening air had cooled considerably as Estaria stepped outside. A few doors down, the aroma of roasted meat and herbs wafted from The Sailor’s Rest. Inside, the tavern bustled with early dinner patrons, the clink of cutlery and low rumble of conversation wrapping around him like a familiar blanket.

He found a quiet corner table near the window, where the noise dulled to a tolerable murmur.

The proprietor—a broad-shouldered man with salt-and-pepper hair and an easy, practiced grin—strolled over. “Not seen you in here before. Passing through, or looking to settle?”

Estaria gave a noncommittal shrug. “Just hungry.”

“Aren’t we all,” the man said, already jotting the order. “Lamb stew’s fresh. Bread’s still warm. I’ll have Gira bring it right out.”

He lingered a second longer than necessary, eyes flicking over Estaria’s coat, boots, posture—like he was memorizing the shape of him for later use. Then, with a nod that said I’ll remember you, he moved on to the next table.

Estaria exhaled, already regretting choosing a place where the owner liked to talk.

While he waited, he caught snippets of the man’s voice drifting over from a nearby table.

While he waited, he caught snippets of the proprietor’s voice drifting over from a nearby table.

“—and they finally caught them! The pirates that sailed the Dawnrunner.”

A woman’s laugh followed. “Took them long enough. Whole crew vanished like smoke after that stunt in the bay.”

“Bah. They’ll hang 'em in Luminara, if they make it that far.”

Estaria leaned back slightly. The tavern smelled of lamb and spiced wine, but his appetite remained cautious. Across the room, the proprietor moved between tables like a man tending stories instead of customers—planting questions, harvesting gossip.

The food arrived—a generous bowl of stew with thick bread—and Estaria dug in. It was exactly what he needed: rich, filling, hot. He scraped the bowl clean and pushed the plate aside, pulling out three gold pieces and setting them on the table.

The proprietor returned to collect the payment, but as he picked up the coins, he paused. He rubbed them between his fingers, frowning slightly, then turned back toward the table.

“I’m not familiar with this mint,” he said, tone light but curious. “Feels true enough, but I’ll have to weigh it out. That alright?”

Estaria looked up, distracted. “Yeah. No problem.”

The man lingered. Then he held up one of the coins, letting the lamplight catch the profile stamped into it—strong jaw, hair swept back, eyes forward.

Klindon Valens.

“You know this woman?” the proprietor asked.

Estaria’s stomach turned. He nodded slowly. “Yeah. Why?”

The man studied him now with interest. “She was here not long ago. Either her or her twin. Had a bit of a row with Leona. Big enough that half the square stepped out to watch.”

He tapped the coin once against the wood. “Leona never fights. Not like that. But this woman? She had the kind of presence you don’t forget.”

Estaria stared at the coin in the man’s hand, pulse thudding in his ears.

“You’ll know her soon enough,” he said quietly.

The proprietor raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? How’s that?”

Estaria didn’t respond. He stood abruptly, slipping the ledger back into his coat. “I have to go.”

The man stepped back, watching him with narrowed eyes as he left.

Outside, the square had emptied, shadows stretching long in the fading light. The once-inviting facade of Leona’s bakery now loomed with quiet menace. His eyes traced the sign above the door—the curling leaf, the vines woven into its edges.

What are you hiding, Leona?

He traced the design of the Bakery's sign with his eyes. The longer he stared, the more familiar it felt, but not in the way he'd expected. This wasn't tied to memories of Angel or their visits to Tidalrest.

He caressed Angel's dagger, inviting the pain and loss back, as he sorted through his memories. Not from his childhood in Appledale. Not from his mother's network of informants and business partners. Not from...

His hand froze. His mother's network. The ledger.

Heart pounding, Estaria pulled the green leather-bound book from his pack. The tavern's lantern light cast a warm glow over the pages as he flipped through them, scanning entries until he found what he sought. There, in his father's precise handwriting: the entry about the Creshers.

In the margin, a small sketch, in his father's hand, accompanied the notes, marking the Creshers. And right below the sketch, a nearly identical one, in his mother's hand, labeled simply "Streacresh." The only difference between the two was an extra leaf, curling downward, on the Cresher sigil. Estaria's blood ran cold as he compared them to the bakery sign across the street . . . and there it was—the extra leaf, curling downward like a hidden root.

A chill crept up his spine. The bakery, the warmth, the stories—it had all felt so real. So safe. But how much of it had been a mask? The afternoon's conversation replayed in his mind - Leona's careful positioning in the shop, the way she'd cleared out other customers, her detailed knowledge of Angel. Knowledge that could have come from letters, yes, but also from watching. Observing. Gathering information.

The pastries churned in his stomach. Leona, with her warm smile and shared memories, was a Cresher. The same group his father's ledger linked to several disappearances in Appledale. And now his mother had apparently confronted them. What was the shouting about? Had she threatened to expose Leona? Or had she been trying to strike some sort of deal?

Estaria stared at his half-empty mug, his mind racing through the implications. The spare bunk Leona had offered. The isolated back room. The way she'd so carefully cultivated trust through shared memories of Angel.

Angel. Had she known? The thought hit him like a physical blow. No, he decided firmly. Angel's letters had been real - he'd seen enough of them to recognize her handwriting, her way of expressing herself. But had Leona used that connection? Gathered those details to make her role more convincing?

Through the window, he watched as Leona moved about her shop, extinguishing lamps for the night. Her movements were efficient, practiced - just like everything else about her carefully constructed facade. Each gesture felt different now, loaded with new meaning.

The design on the sign seemed to mock him, its true significance now impossible to unsee. All those victims in his father's ledger, all those disappeared people - had some of them passed through this very shop? Sat at that same table where he'd spent the afternoon sharing memories? Trusted that same warm smile?

The coins he'd used to pay for his meal felt heavier in retrospect. Had his mother used the same currency to try buying silence? Information? Protection? The proprietor's words about their argument suggested she'd failed, whatever her goal had been.

The proprietor's gaze kept drifting to Estaria's table, his bushy eyebrows drawing closer together with each pass. The man's fingers drummed against the bar in an increasingly agitated rhythm.

Estaria opened the ledger again, studying the entry. His mother's elegant script caught his eye: "Streacresh." The word resonated within him, like a plucked string vibrating through his chest. That pull, that inexplicable draw he'd felt his entire life, intensified. His fingers traced the letters, and warmth spread through his hand.

He closed the book, drumming his fingers on its worn cover. Leona knew something - perhaps many things. The way she'd spoken about Angel carried genuine emotion, not the calculated manipulation he'd come to recognize from his mother. Even if Leona was a Cresher, she'd cared for Angel. That had to mean something.

The proprietor cleared his throat loudly, pointedly wiping down a nearby table. "Kitchen's closed," he announced to no one in particular, though his meaning was clear enough.

Estaria stood, tucking the ledger safely away. The weight of it against his chest felt different now - not just evidence of his parents' crimes, but perhaps a key to understanding this mysterious group and their connection to Streacresh. His mother's confrontation with Leona suggested there was more here than simple criminal enterprise.

The evening air had cooled further, carrying the salt tang of the sea. His boots scuffed against the cobblestones as he crossed the street. Each step felt heavy with purpose, his mind racing through possible approaches. Direct confrontation would likely drive her away. But maybe, if he played this carefully, he could learn something about these Creshers - and why that word "Streacresh" pulled at him so insistently.

The bell chimed as he pushed open the door. Leona looked up from her cleaning, that same warm smile spreading across her face. "Back already? The bunk's all ready, just like I promised."

Estaria stepped inside, letting the familiar scents of bread and sugar wrap around him. The shop felt different now - both welcoming and dangerous, like a beautiful flower that might be poisonous to touch. But he'd come too far to turn back now.

"Thank you," he said, matching her smile with one of his own.

Estaria stepped into the bakery, the familiar warmth washing over him, mingling now with a faint tension. Leona glanced up from cleaning the counter, her expression softening into the same warm smile he’d seen earlier—though he noticed the subtle caution hidden behind her eyes.

“Back already?” she said, hands busy wiping flour from the smooth countertop. “The bunk’s all ready, just like I promised.”

Estaria returned her smile, carefully casual. He watched Leona’s reaction as he dropped his mother’s minted coins on the counter between them. “For the business you lost by closing early.”

Leona’s eyes narrowed for a moment before she glanced down. She turned one of the coins slowly between her fingers, her voice light. “You know, someone who looked a lot like this visited recently. She was... difficult to forget.”

Estaria raised an eyebrow slightly, waiting.

Leona shook her head softly, almost exasperated. “Her presence alone nearly brought the entire guard down on this place with her pig-headedness.”She looked up, meeting Estaria’s eyes. “I’ve no patience for the tedium of explaining myself to bureaucrats. I’d hate for my friends to be inconvenienced by guards’ questions.”

Estaria gave a faint, knowing smile. "Few things are worse than officials poking around. I wouldn't wish that on anyone."

Leona hesitated for just an instant, knuckles tightening briefly against the countertop before relaxing again. Her voice softened slightly, nostalgic yet guarded. "Angel had a way of reading people. She knew who was worth trusting and who wasn't."

Estaria exhaled gently, gaze dropping briefly to the polished wood countertop. "Trust isn't straightforward, but Angel was always adventurous. I loved that about her."

A gentle warmth softened Leona's expression, but her eyes never fully lost their sharp edge. "I couldn't always be there to guide her, but she always moved forward fearlessly."

Estaria considered Leona's words carefully, a faint smile touching his lips. "Angel had a way of meeting trouble head-on—and somehow, she always left with new friends."

Leona studied him thoughtfully, clearly weighing his words. The silence stretched just enough to underscore its significance before she spoke again.

"There's a caravan leaving in two days," she said finally, her voice gentle yet firm, filled with meaning beneath the surface. "Heading for Groveller's Pass. Quiet people—pilgrims, merchants. The roads can be dangerous alone."

Estaria felt the pull of her offer, the gravity behind her careful phrasing. He took his time before responding, carefully masking the rapid beat of his pulse beneath a calm exterior.

"Two days," he repeated softly. "Sounds about right."

Leona nodded gently, as if the matter was settled. "Until then, you're welcome to rest here. Angel's friends have nothing to fear within these walls."

"Thank you," he said simply.

She inclined her head, picking up the coin once more. "Rest well, Estaria."

As he walked toward the back, the warmth of the bakery wrapped around him, now feeling more complex, more charged. He sensed clearly that he'd stepped deeper into a subtle and dangerous dance.

* * *

Dawn crept over Tidalrest, painting the town in shades of amber and rose. Estaria's heart pounded as they emerged from the forest path. The girls walked close to Sara, their small hands clutching her skirts while Estaria led the way.

The early morning air carried the sharp scent of salt and fish. Market vendors were just beginning to set up their stalls, more focused on their preparations than the small group making their way through the streets.

"Stay close," Estaria murmured, keeping his pace measured and calm despite his racing pulse.

A cart rattled past, loaded with barrels of fresh-caught fish. Beth wrinkled her nose at the smell, but kept quiet. Clara's eyes darted everywhere, taking in the unfamiliar sights of the port town. Sara maintained a firm grip on both girls' shoulders, her face set in a carefully neutral expression.

They passed the bank where Estaria had withdrawn the money. The windows remained dark, Master Goldweather not yet arrived for the day's business. Estaria's hand instinctively touched the money pouch hidden beneath his shirt.

The crowds began to thicken as they approached the docks. Sailors hauled cargo, merchants haggled over prices, and dock workers shouted instructions. The cacophony of normal port business helped mask their presence.

"Look," Clara whispered, pointing toward the water. "Is that the ship?"

Estaria followed her gaze to where Captain Mei's vessel sat moored at the dock. The unique figurehead - carved to resemble a two-tailed dragon - confirmed it was the right one. Relief flooded through him.

"Yes," he said. "That's the one."

"Look at that dragon!" Clara breathed. "It has two tails!"

Estaria's eyes followed Clara's pointing finger, focusing on the carved dragon figurehead. The early morning sun caught the deep black wood, making the scales seem to shimmer. The dual tails curled elegantly around the bow of the ship, their tips disappearing beneath the waterline. Something about the carving pulled at him - it seemed more alive than mere wood should be.

"It's beautiful," Sara whispered, her earlier tension momentarily forgotten.

A flicker of movement drew Estaria's attention upward. He blinked, certain his eyes were playing tricks on him. But no - there, perched on the highest yard of the mainmast, sat a real dragon. It was small, no larger than a pony, with scales as black as midnight. Two tails, just like the figurehead, wrapped around the wooden beam. The creature's head tilted, observing them with intelligent eyes that gleamed like polished obsidian.

Beth tugged at his sleeve. "Estaria, is that..."

"Yes," he breathed. "A real dragon."

The dragon unfurled its wings, displaying a wingspan twice its body length. Sunlight caught the delicate membrane between the wing bones, revealing subtle patterns that shifted like oil on water. A row of obsidian spines ran down its back, catching the light with each subtle movement.

As they watched, the dragon chirped - a sound surprisingly musical for such a fearsome-looking creature. It launched itself from the yard, gliding down in a surprisingly ungraceful spiral. It almost seemed that the dragon couldn't quite find its balance in the air. Several dock workers scrambled out of the way as it landed on a stack of crates near the gangplank.

Up close, Estaria could see the dragon was young. Its proportions had the gangly quality of adolescence, like a puppy not quite grown into its paws. The scales, while glossy, lacked the battle scars he'd expect on an adult dragon. It cocked its head, studying them with unabashed curiosity.

One tail swished through the air while the other tapped a rhythmic pattern on the crate. The dragon's body language was remarkably expressive, somehow conveying both welcome and amusement. A series of chirps and soft hisses emerged from its throat, though Estaria couldn't begin to guess their meaning.

"It's talking to us," Clara whispered, eyes wide with wonder.

The dragon bobbed its head in what seemed like agreement, then stretched its neck forward to sniff at them. Estaria held perfectly still as the creature's warm breath ruffled his hair. After a moment, it pulled back and made a sound remarkably like a laugh.

Beth giggled. "It tickles!"

The dragon's tails swayed in what appeared to be happiness, and it shuffled its wings, settling them more comfortably against its sides. The morning sun caught its scales at a new angle, revealing subtle variations in the black coloring - hints of deep blue and purple that shimmered like stars in a night sky.

"I've never seen anything like it," Sara murmured, her earlier wariness replaced by awe.

Looking at the dragon's playful demeanor and careful movements around the children, Estaria understood why Captain Mei had seemed so proud when speaking of her unusual crew member. This wasn't some mindless beast - the intelligence in those eyes was unmistakable.

The dragon chirped again, this time directing its attention to something behind them. Estaria turned to see Captain Mei approaching, a knowing smile on her face.

"I see you've met our Akrin," she said, coming to stand beside them. "He's quite the charmer when we have guests."

"Welcome aboard the Dragon's Wake," she said. "We'll be casting off within the hour. Mister Chen will show you to your cabin."

Akrin’s tails swayed as Beth giggled, his body language radiating satisfaction. But as the laughter faded, his head tilted, and his bright eyes flicked between them—Clara’s quiet awe, Beth’s lingering excitement, Estaria’s carefully controlled expression.

The dragon’s posture shifted. His wings tucked in closer, his tails slowing to a thoughtful rhythm. Then, in a melodic keen, the dragon spoke words that Estaria understood.

"This is your goodbye."

Estaria stiffened. The words, low and certain, covered Estaria in warmth and understanding. Akrin’s gaze settled on him, unblinking.

"I’ll take good care of them when you’re gone," and with a sympathetic nudge, Akrin turned toward the stern, and curled up in the sun, watching their goodbye with interest.

A lump rose in Estaria’s throat. He turned back to the girls, and their glee at their first encounter with a dragon turned solemn when they looked back to Estaria.

The wooden deck creaked beneath his boots as he dropped to one knee, bringing himself level with Beth and Clara.

Beth's lower lip trembled. Her small hands twisted in the fabric of her dress - the same dress she'd worn fleeing Appledale, now travel-worn and dusty. The morning sun caught the tears welling in her eyes.

"Beth" Estaria said softly.

She flung herself into his arms, her slight frame shaking with sobs. The familiar scent of woodsmoke still clung to her hair, a reminder of all they'd left behind. He held her close, his own eyes burning.

"I don't want you to go," Beth whispered against his shoulder.

"I know." Estaria's voice cracked. He pulled back just enough to look into her tear-stained face. "But you're going to have an amazing adventure. You'll see the ocean, and Coral Cove. Rumors say that the bay lights up at night with colorful corals. And Sara will take good care of you."

Beth hiccupped and nodded, wiping her eyes with her sleeve. Clara stood beside them, her expression more composed but her eyes betraying her sadness.

"Clara." Estaria opened his other arm.

She stepped into his embrace, her shoulders stiff with the effort of maintaining control. He could feel her trembling.

"Watch out for your sister," he murmured. "You're so strong, Clara, but don't be afraid to feel every emotion. Angel was strong, yes, but she also felt deeply. And she loved you both so much."

Clara's composure cracked at the mention of her sister. She pressed her face into his shoulder, her tears dampening his shirt. The three of them stayed locked together for a long moment, the sounds of the busy port fading away.

Finally, Clara straightened, taking Beth's hand. Her chin lifted with determination, though her eyes remained bright with tears.

"We'll be okay," she said, her voice steady despite its softness.

Estaria squeezed them both, kissing their heads, before letting them go, and caressing their hair one last time.

Estaria rose, his knees protesting after days of hard travel. He faced Sara, who had watched the exchange with an unreadable expression.

"Thank you," he said simply. "For believing me. For protecting them."

Sara's features softened slightly. "Thank you for warning us. For giving us a chance." She paused, studying his face. "Angel would be proud of the man you've become."

The words hit him like a physical blow. He swallowed hard, fighting back the surge of grief that accompanied any mention of Angel. Unable to speak, he nodded.

The crewman cleared his throat politely, reminding them of his presence. Sara placed her hands on the girls' shoulders, guiding them toward their cabin. Beth looked back, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks.

"Goodbye, Estaria," she called.

Clara turned as well, raising her hand in farewell. "Be safe."

Estaria watched them disappear below deck, his heart heavy in his chest. The morning breeze carried the tang of salt and seaweed, reminding him of his purpose. He turned away from the cabin entrance, crossing the deck with measured steps.

The gangplank felt steeper going down than it had coming up. Each step took him further from the last connection to his old life in Appledale. His boots hit the dock with a solid thud, the wooden planks warm from the morning sun.

He didn't look back at the ship. Couldn't look back. Instead, he squared his shoulders and merged into the crowd of dock workers and merchants, letting the bustling port swallow him whole.




Chapter 20: Leap of Faith

Estaria was starting to get use to waking up in strange places, but none that smelled as good as here, he mused as he drifted from a dream about sentient trees.

He lay still for a long moment, blinking at the wooden ceiling above him. The faint scent of yeast and ash clung to the air—baker’s air. A wool blanket lay draped across his chest, not tucked or tied. His boots were beside the bed, untouched. So was his pack.

She didn’t kill me, he thought. Didn’t turn me in either. He wasn't sure if that was good or just complicated.

The room was unfamiliar—clean but spare, a narrow cot against the wall, a shelf with folded linens, a chipped pitcher of water beside a bowl. Morning light slanted through half-closed shutters, painting warm lines across the floor. Somewhere beyond the door, he could hear soft clinks of metal and the low thump of kneading.

She was already up. Already working. Like nothing had changed.

Estaria sat up slowly, testing the weight of his limbs like a man checking for hidden injuries. Nothing hurt, except the soreness from sleeping rough for the past week.

The door creaked softly as Estaria stepped into the front of the bakery. The scent hit him first—fresh bread, roasted grain, and something citrusy underneath. A kettle hissed on the back stove. Dough thumped rhythmically against wood.

Leona didn’t look up. She stood at the counter, sleeves rolled past her elbows, arms deep in the rhythm of kneading.

“I was starting to think I’d need to fetch a bell,” she said. “You sleep like someone who finally stopped running.”

Estaria lingered near the doorway. “Still deciding if that’s a good thing.”

She nodded once, as if that answer didn’t surprise her. Then, without turning, she said, “Eat, and then do those dishes over there.” She nodded toward an impressive stack of pots and pans in the sink—more than seemed possible for the crack of dawn. “And eat every bite. Angel always said you were a grump until you had some food in you.”

Estaria blinked. “That sounds like her.”

“She said you argued with your stomach more than with people. Which, she noted, was saying something.”

Leona finally looked over her shoulder, her expression neutral, but her eyes warm. “There’s porridge on the table. Raspberry jam’s in the little jar. Don’t make me spoon-feed you.”

Estaria scrubbed at a skillet, the scent of toasted flour and ash mixing with the soap on his hands. The bakery was warm, steady—almost peaceful. Leona moved behind him, sliding trays in and out of the oven, her pace measured, efficient.

He didn’t look up as he spoke.

“Your sign outside has an interesting design.”

Leona didn’t answer right away.

He continued, tone casual. “Reminds me of an old sigil I saw once. Almost exact, if memory serves. Just a little curl at the edge. Funny the things that stick in your head.”

A long silence followed. Not heavy. Not pointed. Just... deliberate.

Finally, Leona said, “Bakers don’t usually need sigils.”

He set the pan aside, reached for the next.

“No,” he agreed. “But sometimes they use them anyway.”

He let the water run over his hands, eyes still on the dish.

Leona’s voice came softer this time. “Did your memory tell you what it means?”

Estaria smiled without looking back. “Not yet.”

Leona paused mid-step, then patted her apron as if genuinely just remembering something.

“Oh! That reminds me.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded scrap of paper. “Here are the details for the caravan I mentioned. Departure time, general route, a name to give if anyone asks.”

She placed it on the counter beside him, not forcing it into his hand.

“I’m actually going with them,” she added lightly. “Figured it was time for a change of scenery. But I’ve still got a couple days’ work here before I leave.”

She offered him a smile—easy, warm, and unreadable.

“Oh. Right. Thanks.”

He dried his hands and took the slip of paper, scanning the neat script. Names, times, a staging point near the city’s east gate.

“Is there anything I need to get in town before they leave?” He hesitated, then gave her a sideways glance. “I guess before we leave?”

Leona gave a soft hum of thought, then moved to a small drawer beneath the counter. She opened it, rifled through a few things, and came back with a folded list and a small cloth pouch.

“Here,” she said, handing them both over. “Just some basics—dried beans, good vinegar, a bit of smoked salt if you can find it cheap.”

Estaria glanced at the list, then the pouch. It clinked faintly in his hand.

“I can cover it,” he said automatically.

“No,” she replied, gentle but firm. “Use mine.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Your coins are a little too... distinctive,” she said. “We’d rather not startle the market.”

Estaria smirked faintly. “So you did look at them.”

Leona arched a brow in return. “I’d have to be blind not to.”

She turned back toward the oven, already working the next tray of rolls into position.

“Get what’s on the list, and feel free to add a bit for yourself. Travel’s hungry work. You’ll want to be ready.” Then, without turning, she added, "Oh and take a bath, and get some traveling clothes. I'm not sure anyone can salvage what you're wearing."

* * *

Estaria’s boots scuffed against the cobblestones as he made his way through Tidalrest’s morning bustle. The list from Leona felt heavy in his pocket, though it weighed nothing compared to the memories pressing down on him.

Eight weeks. Had it really only been eight weeks?

The morning he and Angel celebrated her pregnancy felt like it belonged to another lifetime. He could still see her face, lit with joy. The way she’d grabbed his hands and placed them on her still-flat belly, both of them laughing through happy tears.

A cart rattled past, jarring him from the memory. The scent of smoke followed—probably from a forge, but that didn’t matter. His body remembered it anyway. Jeremiah’s shouting. The fire licking up the walls. Angel’s scream—

He turned down a quieter alley and braced a hand against the cool stone wall. Closed his eyes. Breathed.

You’re safe, he told himself. They’re safe. He’d gotten them out. Gotten Sara and the girls onto that ship. No more running for them.

His fingers drifted to his belt, brushing the hilt of Angel’s dagger. The touch struck something in him. Not pain—something deeper. Purpose. Her dagger had been sharp and practical, like her. She used to tap it on the table when she was thinking, humming under her breath.

He held on to that memory until the ache dulled.

Keep moving.

He pushed off the wall and started walking again. Tidalrest bustled around him—fishmongers calling prices, carts squeaking under crates of goods, bells chiming in shopfronts. Children laughed in a side alley, chasing something with sticks.

He passed a flower cart and didn’t see the color. Passed a boy playing a lute and didn’t hear the song. Passed two traders murmuring in low foreign dialect and didn’t really process the words.

The word Streacresh tugged at him anyway—like a splinter under the skin. The sigil had stared at him from the ledger like it was waiting for him to catch up. Then he saw it on Leona’s bakery, tucked in plain sight. The extra curl. The hidden mark.

And still, she’d offered him help. Shelter. A place on the caravan.

What game was she playing?

He hated not knowing.

He realized, distantly, that he’d been walking for nearly an hour, just letting his legs carry him, while his mind tried to pull everything into place, obsessing over the angles, replaying the same handful of moments until he wore grooves in them.

It had gotten him this far. That had to count for something.

He thought of his childhood—spending a week rebuilding a broken chicken coop because one board wasn’t level. Spending two days tracking down a dog that bit Clara’s ankle.

Angel used to tease him for it, but she’d also leaned on it. Said it made him relentless in all the right ways.

And maybe it had. Until now.

Now, people like Leona tilted the board when he wasn’t looking. People with secrets and half-truths and kindness that might be genuine, might be calculated. He couldn’t predict them. Couldn’t control the next step. And that—itched. Not like fear, exactly. More like a pressure behind his ribs.

And underneath it all, a quieter thought stirred: I don’t know what I’m doing.

That was the worst part. The girls were safe. He’d done what he set out to do. But he wasn’t sure what came next. The certainty that had driven him across half the continent was gone now, hollowed out and left behind in the harbor with the ship.

He didn’t even notice the sailor until the man passed him.

“Gods, you smell like you lost a fight with a chimney.”

Estaria blinked. Looked down at himself—at the ash-streaked sleeves, the dried mud on his boots, the faint bloodstains still stubborn around the cuffs. Right.

Leona had told him to take a bath.

He let out a breath that was almost a laugh, and turned toward the public bathhouse. Maybe, just for an hour, he didn’t need to carry the whole world with him.

Maybe he could let go—just a little.

The bathhouse wasn’t far, tucked between a butcher and a small apothecary. He didn’t plan to linger, just rinse off the worst of the smoke and keep moving. But as he stepped inside and the heat hit his face, some part of him exhaled. The weight behind his ribs eased, if only by a breath.

Estaria handed over three copper pieces to the attendant, who barely looked up from her ledger. The word made him twitch, but she just waved him toward the men's side with a bored gesture.

The changing room smelled of wet wood and mildew. Hooks lined the walls, most empty this time of day. A few pieces of clothing hung limply, dripping onto the wooden slats beneath. The attendant had given him a thin, scratchy towel that had probably been white at some point in its long life. Now it was a dispirited grey, fraying at the edges.

He stripped quickly, grimacing at the state of his clothes. The ash had worked its way into every fiber, and dried sweat had left salt rings around the collar and sleeves. Even his boots seemed to reproach him, caked with mud and looking decidedly worse for wear.

The soap she'd given him was another matter entirely. He turned the yellow-white bar over in his hands, frowning. The scent reminded him of the time Angel had tried to make herb-scented soap, attempting to mask the harsh lye with lavender. It hadn't worked then either.

Estaria hesitated at the edge of the large communal pool. Steam rose from the surface in lazy curls, obscuring parts of the room in a shifting haze. The heat had already fogged the few high windows, creating strange patterns where condensation ran down the glass.

He'd never been in a bathhouse before, let alone one where men and women bathed together. Back in Appledale, they'd had a tin tub by the fire, used one at a time, with water hauled from the well. This felt... foreign.

A splash and giggle drew his attention to a woman holding her child, probably no more than four years old. The little one kicked his feet in the water, sending ripples across the surface while his mother tried to keep him still enough to wash his hair. The scene brought a slight smile to Estaria's face, reminding him of Beth's enthusiasm for anything involving water.

Taking a deep breath, he stepped down into the pool. The heat made him gasp. His muscles, sore from days of walking and sleeping rough, began to relax almost immediately.

He dunked his head under the water, scrubbing at his scalp with the harsh soap. When he came up for air, wiping water from his eyes, fragments of conversation drifted across the pool.

"...husband saw it clear as day..."

The voice came from two women at the far end, their heads close together in conspiratorial discussion. Something about their tone caught his attention.

"...two tails, can you imagine? A dragon with..."

Estaria's heart skipped a beat. Captain Mei's ship - they had to be talking about the dragon he'd seen at the docks. He moved slightly closer, pretending to be focused on washing his arms while straining to hear more.

The women sat in the shallower part of the pool, one with graying hair piled high on her head, the other younger with a long dark braid. The older one gestured animatedly as she spoke, sending small splashes of water with each movement.

"...never seen anything like it in all my years at port..."

He inched closer still, careful to keep his movements casual. The little boy's squeals of delight provided good cover for his slow approach, but he still felt awkward. Was this proper bathhouse etiquette? Should he just swim right up and join their conversation? The whole situation felt uncomfortably intimate.

Estaria's careful maneuvering came to an abrupt halt when he met the older woman's sharp gaze. Her eyes crinkled with amusement as she gave him a deliberate once-over, making him acutely aware of his state of undress.

"What're you inching your way over here for, handsome?" she asked, her voice carrying a hint of playful accusation.

Heat crept up his neck that had nothing to do with the water temperature. Well, subtlety clearly wasn't working. He cleared his throat and pushed off from the bottom, letting himself drift closer.

"Sorry, I didn’t mean to—well. I overheard. And, uh…," he fumbled, clearing his throat and continuing more confidently. "I was wondering if you knew of any good clothiers? I've been traveling south Gaiadra, and well..." He gestured vaguely toward where his ruined clothes hung. "I don't think there's much saving them."

The two women exchanged glances, the younger one's braid dripping steadily into the water. For a moment, he worried they'd press for more details, but then the older woman's face softened.

"Oh, you poor dear. Those roads can be brutal on clothing," she said, nodding sagely. "There's a shop three streets over from here - turn right when you leave, then take the second left past the cooper's. Look for the blue awning. The seamstress there does good work, won't charge you half the port for it either."

The younger woman added, "Just don't let her talk you into anything fancy. She'll try, but stick to the practical stuff in the front of the shop."

"Thank you," Estaria said, already backing away. "I appreciate the help."

"Not at all, dear," the older woman called after him. He heard her turn back to her friend. "Now what were we talking about? Oh yes, the dragon. I really wanted to see him, but Harold said the ship left about an hour ago. Doesn't that just figure?"

Estaria sank deeper into the water, letting it cover his shoulders. The tension he'd been carrying since watching Sara and the girls board the Dragon's Wake finally began to ease. They were safely away, beyond his parents' reach. The knowledge settled into his bones along with the warmth of the water.

He took his time with the harsh soap, scrubbing away days of travel dirt and worry. The water around him turned slightly grey as ash finally released its hold on his skin. His hair, when he ran his fingers through it, no longer felt stiff with dried sweat.

The little boy's mother gathered her child, who protested leaving with a theatrical wail. Other bathers came and went, their quiet conversations mixing with the gentle splash of water against stone. Estaria closed his eyes, letting himself float. For the first time in days, he felt clean. Whole.

When his fingers started to wrinkle, he reluctantly pulled himself from the pool. The air felt shockingly cool after the heat of the water, and he quickly wrapped himself in the threadbare towel. His old clothes looked even worse now that he was clean, but they'd have to do until he found the clothier's shop.

The changing room had filled up while he bathed. Men in various states of dress nodded to him as they passed, going about their business without any of the awkwardness he'd felt earlier. He dressed quickly, grimacing at the feel of dirty cloth against clean skin.

Outside, the late morning sun had burned away the fog that typically clung to Tidalrest's streets. Estaria paused at the top of the bathhouse steps, orienting himself. Right at the street, second left past the cooper's, blue awning. He could smell fresh bread from somewhere nearby, and his stomach reminded him that he hadn't eaten since this morning.

The morning sun warmed Estaria's face as he paused before a shop window. His hair hung limp and dark, still damp from the bath, making his skin look pale—too pale. Too recognizable. He touched the strands thoughtfully, remembering how his mother had always insisted it be styled just so, every strand in place.

If he cleaned up, he’d stand out in the lower quarter. Maybe it was time for a change.

Across the street, the reflection of a barber's pole caught his eye—red and white stripes spinning lazily in the breeze. The shop behind it was small but clean, with a worn wooden floor and faded pictures of hairstyles on the walls. The barber, an older man with careful hands, listened to Estaria’s request with quiet professionalism.

"Lighter, you say? I can do that. Won't last more than a week or two, mind you. The dye we use here isn't meant to be permanent."

"That's fine," Estaria said, settling into the chair. The leather creaked beneath him.

The process took longer than he expected. The barber worked methodically, first cutting away the excess length, then applying a pungent mixture that made Estaria's eyes water. The chemical smell reminded him of cleaning day at the manor, when the maids used strong solutions on the marble floors.

"There now," the barber said finally, turning the chair so Estaria could see himself in the mirror.

The stranger in the mirror stared back at him—sandy-haired, unfamiliar-eyed. For a moment, Estaria wasn’t sure what he saw—only that it wasn’t the Valens boy anymore.

He wasn’t sure he liked it.

He knew he was still himself. But looking at that reflection, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was slipping—bit by bit—out of the shape he'd always known.

After paying, he stepped outside, blinking against the sunlight. The clothes had to go.

They were only a few days old, but two nights crammed into a hunter’s blind with a smoldering fire had steeped them in smoke. He tugged at the collar, scowling, and ran his fingers over the subtle embossing on the fabric—the Valens sigil, stitched like a brand into the weave.

He resisted the urge to rip it off right there in the street.

Turning toward the directions the bathhouse women had given him, he walked into a gust of wind from the docks. It tossed his newly lightened hair into his eyes, the shorter sides prickling in the breeze, the longer top flopping awkwardly. He ran his fingers through it, trying to coax it into place, but gave up before he reached the clothier.

He’d just have to live with it.

The blue awning was easy to spot, fluttering above a clean, narrow storefront. Inside, clothes hung in neat rows, sorted by type and size. The seamstress approached with a measuring tape draped around her neck, her eyes assessing him like he was a puzzle to be solved.

"Something practical," he said before she could speak. "For traveling."

She pursed her lips but nodded, pulling out several items in rough-spun wool and cotton. The fabrics felt coarse against his skin as he tried them on, nothing like the fine linens and silks he was used to. The shirt hung loose around his shoulders, while the pants clung uncomfortably to his legs.

"The fit isn't quite right," he said, twisting to see himself in the shop's mirror.

"At these prices?" The seamstress raised an eyebrow. "You want perfect fit, you pay perfect fit prices."

Estaria thought of the gold Leona had given him. He could afford better, but better meant standing out. Standing out meant being remembered.

The new clothes itched, but they fit the role. One more thing to replace. The seamstress gave him directions to a cobbler down the street.

She directed him to a small workshop tucked between a chandler and a cooper. The smell of leather and polish filled the air, mixed with the sharp tang of metal tools. Boots lined the walls, from rough work boots to finely tooled riding boots.

The cobbler, a woman with strong hands and quick eyes, watched as Estaria examined his current boots.

"Those are quality," she said. "But they've seen better days."

"I need two pairs," Estaria said. "Good for long distance walking, but nothing too fancy."

She nodded and began pulling options from the shelves. Each pair she presented was sturdy and well-made, though lacking the decorative stitching and fine leather of his old boots. Estaria tried them on one by one, walking the length of the shop until he found two pairs that fit well.

"The leather will need breaking in," the cobbler warned as she wrapped his purchases. "Wear them around town for a few days before any serious walking."

Estaria left the shop carrying his packages, feeling strange in his new clothes and lighter hair. Every window he passed showed him a different person - someone unremarkable, forgettable. Just another traveler in a port town full of them.

His skin itched where the rough fabric rubbed against it, and the pants felt impossibly tight across his thighs . . . but no one looked at him twice, so mission accomplished. The boots, at least, promised to be comfortable once broken in. He would need them to be, for what lay ahead.

* * *

Estaria stood across the street from Leona’s bakery, staring at the faded sign above the door as if it might blink first. The earlier lightness he’d felt—the clean skin, the anonymity—had begun to fade the moment the sea breeze carried the scent of bread and memory back to him.

It had been nice, not having to calculate every word. Nice not to wonder what was truth and what was bait. But he wouldn’t find Streacresh by disappearing into a quieter life.

So he crossed the street and opened the door.

The bell above the entrance gave its usual jingle. Leona didn’t look up, too focused on pulling a tray from the oven. The scent of honey and rosemary filled the warm space.

Heat and fresh bread enveloped him. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since morning. The wooden floor creaked underfoot as he stepped toward the counter.

Leona moved quickly behind it, her back to him as she arranged the loaves on cooling racks. Her gray-streaked hair was tied back in its usual neat bun, and flour dusted her apron.

“Welcome to Leona’s! I’ll be with you in just a moment,” she called over her shoulder, sliding another tray into place.

Estaria waited, letting the familiarity settle over him. Shelves lined with bread stretched along one wall, while glass cases displayed pastries and sweets. Afternoon sun slanted through the windows, catching dust motes in its golden beams.

When she finally turned, her practiced smile froze. Recognition flickered across her face, followed by a quick glance at the door.

“Oh! I didn’t expect…” Her voice dropped. “You’re back sooner than I thought you’d be.”

“Got everything you asked for,” Estaria said, keeping his voice low as he reached into his pack.

He set a carefully wrapped bundle on the counter, followed by a leather pouch that clinked softly.

“The change is all there,” he added. “Plus a few extra Klindon mint coins. A small thanks.”

Leona’s eyebrows lifted slightly at the mention of the mint. Her hands moved quickly, tucking both items beneath the counter.

“That’s very thoughtful,” she said. Her voice held its usual warmth, though her eyes stayed sharp. “Would you care for some bread? Fresh from the oven.”

His stomach grumbled in answer. He gave a small, sheepish smile. “I think so.”

That night, Leona went out and didn’t return until late. Estaria didn’t peg her as the type to slip off for mead at the local tavern, so he spent the next day imagining increasingly ridiculous reasons for her absence. A secret lover? Selling him out to his mother? Setting up an elaborate trap involving chickens and tripwires?

To his surprise, the mental exercise made the work go faster.

He found himself enjoying the rhythm of the bakery—not just the kneading and sweeping and shutter-tying, but the absurd parade of imagined betrayals that filled the silence. He remembered Angel’s stories—the way she’d once insisted the baby birds in the orchard were half-dragon, because their ‘mother’ was late and obviously off chasing treasure.

It made him smile, sometimes, when Leona wasn’t looking.

She worked as she always had: calm, steady, efficient. She handed him tasks without commentary—carry in the flour, cover the herbs, tie the shutters tight. They moved like people who had done this for years, and that unsettled him more than it should’ve.

By the second morning, the bakery looked like it had never existed at all. The shelves were bare, the tables cleared, the fire long dead. A place in hibernation.

She hadn’t said when the caravan would leave. He hadn’t asked. Not directly.

Instead, he watched.

That morning, she wrote a letter. Sealed it. Slipped it into her apron without comment. At one point, she adjusted a crate near the back door—one that didn’t need adjusting. Just for a moment, his eyes caught the mark. The curl.

The same one he’d seen on the bakery. The not-quite-right sigil that made his Resonance tighten in his chest.

Cresher.

He wasn’t even sure what he was to her. A stray she’d taken in out of loyalty to Angel? A tagalong she meant to pass off to the caravan and forget? Or something worse—a liability she hadn’t yet decided how to contain.

He needed a plan. But every time he tried to form one, it slipped through his fingers. So he kept his hands busy. Tried not to seem restless. But his thoughts circled like wolves around a fire—never close enough to act, never far enough to rest.

That night, when she sorted the gold, he lay still on the cot and listened to the faint clinks of coin on wood. She was careful—deliberate. He imagined her setting aside each Klindon piece, cataloguing them in silence.

That, at least, confirmed something.

She knew the gold was dangerous.

Which meant she knew exactly who she was dealing with.




Chapter 21: Creshers

Estaria lay awake long after the light shifted behind the shutters, the bakery quiet around him. He’d had time to think—two days of silence, routine, and wandering thoughts that never quite landed. Leona had her secrets. The sigil still pulled at him. And Streacresh—he didn’t know what it was. A god? A title? A myth?

All he had was a name, a curl in the stonework, and a gnawing sense that it mattered. That following it meant something.

He wasn’t ready. He didn’t even know what questions to ask, let alone how to chase the answers.

But he’d come this far. And there was only one way forward.

Maybe they don’t have answers, but…

The moment the thought surfaced, though, he knew it wasn’t right.

They had answers. The real question was whether he could get to them.

Well—he wasn’t going to get them lying on this cot.

He sat up and reached for his pack.

He was tightening the last buckle when he heard a soft sound.

He stopped mid-motion. The sound could’ve been flour hitting stone—except it wasn’t coming from the bakery.

Curious, he crossed the bakery floor and unlatched the door.

Snow.

It fell in slow spirals, already dusting the street outside. Pale against the cobblestones, quiet as breath. Still falling. Still building.

Leona stepped up beside him. Her hand brushed his arm—not for warmth, not quite, but for steadiness.

Estaria stared at the street, wide-eyed. “It’s barely autumn, right?”

“Yeah,” she said softly—like it was the only word she could manage.

Across the street, a shopkeeper emerged and stood blinking in the cold light. Another joined her a moment later, mouth parted. No one spoke. They just stared, like they’d never seen snow before.

For a moment, he and Leona stood like that. Watching. Waiting.

And then, unbidden, a memory rose.

The first snow he and Angel had shared. He’d been nervous about something—her father, maybe, or one of her impossible schemes. The details blurred, but he remembered the cold, and how it kept him on the threshold.

Angel hadn’t hesitated. She’d grabbed his hand and pulled him outside, laughing like the world couldn’t touch her. “Come on,” she’d said. “It’s just snow.”

Just snow.

He drew a slow breath, deep enough it almost steadied him.

“Shall we go meet your husband?” he asked, voice dry.

Leona gave a quiet huff that might’ve been a laugh.

Then he stepped forward, leading her into the cold.

* * *

The wagons stretched down the road like a spine of moving ribs—oxen shifting, canvas rippling, boots thudding against packed earth. Leona walked ahead of Estaria, her expression unreadable.

She slowed as they approached a bend in the supply train.

“Come on,” she said, not quite looking at him. “I need to clear something up with the caravan master before I introduce you to my husband.”

They rounded a stack of crates, and the caravan master looked up from his ledger.

He took one look at Estaria and said flatly,

“I said we’re not taking strays.”

“I know. I heard you.” Leona didn’t miss a step—just pulled a folded sheet from her coat and flipped it open.

“I need to make sure we’ve got enough barley if I’m going to bake the barley apple loaves.”

The master grunted and checked his board. “We’ve got enough.”

Leona turned another page, her voice light.

“I hope we don’t have too many apples this time. They went bad last time. The recipe doesn’t need a lot.”

The master looked at his board. Then at Estaria. Then back to Leona.

“I’ll pull what’s overripe before it turns.”

Leona nodded, that supply detail sorted, and turned toward the wagons.

“Come on,” she said over her shoulder. “There’s someone you should meet.”

Estaria followed Leona through the maze of wagons, his newly dyed hair still feeling foreign against his neck. The morning frost crunched under his boots as they wove between stacks of crates and barrels. His breath frosted in the air, mixing with the wood smoke from nearby campfires.

A repetitive scraping sound drew his attention to a wagon ahead. A broad-shouldered man knelt beside one of the wheels, working a file against the metal rim with practiced strokes. Wood shavings littered the ground around his feet, and a collection of well-worn tools lay spread on a leather mat beside him.

The man's weathered hands paused their work as Leona approached. He set the file down and stood, wiping his palms on his leather apron. Deep laugh lines creased around his eyes as Leona reached up to kiss his cheek.

"Husband, I'd like to introduce you to Estaria."

The morning sun caught the silver threading through the man's dark beard. His eyes, a deep brown that reminded Estaria of freshly tilled earth, studied him with quiet intensity. The silence stretched just long enough to become uncomfortable before the man spoke.

"Name's Orin." His voice was as rough as his calloused hands, but not unkind. "You the one my wife said might tag along?"

Estaria shifted his weight, acutely aware of how exposed they were between the wagons. The early morning bustle of the caravan continued around them – porters hauling goods, traders checking inventories, kitchen staff preparing breakfast. Each passing figure made the hair on the back of his neck prickle.

"Yes, sir," Estaria replied, keeping his voice low. The cold air nipped at his face as he fought the urge to look over his shoulder.

Orin picked up his file again, testing the edge with his thumb. "Know anything about wagon maintenance?"

"Some," Estaria said. ""Helped maintain the carts back... back in Appledale."

Orin nodded, seemingly satisfied with the answer. "Good. Always need extra hands keeping these wheels turning." He gestured to the wagon he'd been working on. "Hub's wearing unevenly. Mind holding the lantern while I show you what to look for?"

Estaria glanced at Leona, who gave him an encouraging nod. "I'll catch up with you this evening." She reached out and touched his arm, before turning toward the front of the caravan. Estaria just caught Orin's irritated look, before he turned back toward the wheel setting.

"See here?" Orin pointed to where the wheel met the axle. "When it starts to wear like this, you've got to catch it early. Otherwise..." He continued his explanation, his gruff voice taking on a teacher's patience as he detailed the signs of wear and proper maintenance techniques.

The technical discussion helped settle Estaria's nerves. This was something real, something practical he could focus on instead of the constant worry about being recognized or followed. His shoulders gradually relaxed as Orin walked him through the basics of wheel maintenance.

"Think you can handle that?" Orin asked when he finished his explanation.

"Yes, sir," Estaria said, and meant it. The work would be physical, but straightforward. Something to occupy his hands and mind.

"Good." Orin gathered his tools, wrapping them in the leather mat with practiced efficiency. "We move out in an hour. I'll need help checking the rest of the wagons once we make camp tonight." He paused, fixing Estaria with a steady look. "And drop the 'sir.' Orin is fine."

Estaria nodded. “Orin.”

A cook's bell rang somewhere in the caravan, its clear tone cutting through the morning air. Marcus straightened, his knees cracking slightly.

"Better get some breakfast while you can," he said, tucking his tool roll under one arm. "Long day ahead."

* * *

The fire hadn't been lit yet when Estaria stepped away from the wagons. Orin had mentioned the food stores—"Ask Keely if she needs anything hauled"—so he wandered toward the kitchen tent, looking for a task. The caravan had settled into their evening routine, and he was still finding his place in it all.

A warm scent met him first—rosemary, onion, and something sweet that reminded him faintly of his mother's cooking in his youth. A slender young woman, just tall enough to peer over the bubbling pot…, sleeves pushed up past her elbows, flour streaking her cheek like a badge of pride. She moved with confident ease, humming softly, a paring knife in one hand and a ladle in the other, orchestrating her domain with practiced movements.

Estaria took one look at her and thought: Never trust a thin innkeeper… or cook, in this case. The old saying from home brought a fleeting smile to his lips.

"Hey," he said, shifting his weight. "Do you need apples?"

She looked up, eyes bright and assessing. "Always. They never send enough. Which—okay, fair, they go bad quick. But still. Some of us like flavor." There was a practiced grumble in her tone—more theater than complaint.

She nudged open a crate with her foot, revealing a sparse collection of bruised fruit. "See? Barely enough for one proper tart. Criminal, really."

When he didn't move, she tossed him a potato instead. It landed in his palms with a solid thump.

"You're Estaria, right?" she asked, already reaching for another knife, her movements never pausing. The name sounded different in her mouth—casual, unburdened.

"Yeah." He turned the potato over in his hands, feeling its earthy weight.

"Well, Estaria, you're in luck. Everyone peels potatoes before they're trusted with anything else. Caravan law." She grinned, teeth flashing white against her sun-browned face. "I'm Keely, by the way. Welcome to the proving grounds."

He knelt beside her and got to work. His technique was a little rusty, but his hands found the rhythm quickly enough. Ribbons of skin curled into the dust at his feet. Keely worked with cheerful precision, stirring, seasoning, slicing, the steam from her pot rising to dampen her forehead.

"You're faster than you look," she said after a bit, eyeing his growing pile of peeled potatoes.

"Thanks," he muttered, unsure if it was a compliment.

She rose, gathering the peeled potatoes in her apron. "This'll help. Might actually get everyone fed before midnight."

As he stood to leave, brushing dirt from his knees, she added, "Streacresh bless your travels," light as breath, the words falling naturally from her lips.

Estaria hesitated, the name striking something deep within him. "Streacresh," he echoed. "That's… what, a god?"

"Sort of." Keely shrugged, turning back to her pot. "Old spirit, maybe. Everyone says it a little differently. You say the name when you mean it. Safety on the road. Blessings for the next mile."

He nodded slowly, tucking the words away like something precious. The name felt strangely familiar on his tongue.

"Why?" she asked, glancing over her shoulder. "First time hearing it?"

"No. I've seen it carved into stone." The memory of those markings flickered through his mind, symbols he'd traced with his fingertips without understanding.

She raised her brows. "Ooh, dramatic. Well, if the road brought you here, you must've done something right."

Then she turned back to her bubbling pot, already humming again, dismissing him from her temporary kingdom.

Estaria walked away, the scent of rotting apples fading behind him. The name still echoed in his chest, soft, unfamiliar . . . yet somehow calling to him. Behind him, Keely laughed at something someone said. Bright. Ordinary. The sound faded as he moved toward the gathering darkness beyond the tents.

* * *

Leona caught up with him before he reached the fire.

"Hey Estaria, over here."

He looked around, seeing Leona waving him over. She was standing next to a lithe man, who was looking at what appeared to be a map. Estaria had never had much luck figuring out how maps worked, and the tools the lithe man used on the paper were confusing.

"Estaria, meet Silas. Silas, meet Estaria."

Silas was bent over a map, adjusting one of several thin brass instruments. Estaria didn’t know what they were for—only that they looked precise, important, and a little dangerous. He looked up straight at Estaria's hair. He seemed satisfied at whatever he saw there. His gaze shifted to Estaria’s face and stayed there—longer than expected. Long enough that Estaria began to wonder if he was supposed to speak. But just as the moment stretched toward discomfort, Silas gave a single, deliberate nod. Then turned back to the map without a word.

Estaria opened his mouth, and closed it again without saying anything. Everyone else had been so nice. Almost disgustingly nice. This standoffish behavior threw him for a loop.

Leona leaned in "Don't worry, he's actually a good guy. He's the caravan's scout. People aren't his strong suit." She motioned for Estaria to follow her, and as Estaria walked away, he looked over his shoulder at Silas.

"So have you had a chance to meet everyone?"

"Mostly, Keely is fun."

"She is, though, isn't she! Your tent is over there," She motioned to a smallish tent that was definitely not big enough for 2 people. "We set it up for you today, but you'll have to do that on your own from now on. We camp early afternoon, and set out an hour after sunrise. Feel free to get whatever food is around. Any questions"

Estaria just nodded.

"Ok. Well, sleep well." She flashed him a disarming smile, and turned back toward her and Orin's tent, which was big enough for 3 or 4 people. They must have been here for a long time.

* * *

Now, hunched by the fire, Estaria picked at a splinter on the edge of the log, his thoughts circling. The wood splintered further beneath his restless fingers, tiny fragments catching under his nails.

It wasn't just Silas.

The cook had known his name before he introduced himself, greeting him with that casual familiarity that couldn't be faked. One of the porters had nodded at him in passing—not the kind of nod you gave a stranger, but the acknowledgment you offered someone whose face you already recognized. A woman he didn't recognize had handed him a bundle of cloth earlier and said, "For your bunk," her tone matter-of-fact, as if his presence had been anticipated for days.

No hesitation. No question. Just: your bunk. As if his place had been reserved, waiting.

And then Silas. That look. That silence. That moment of recognition that had flashed across his face before being carefully masked.

Estaria's stomach turned, low and slow, a cold weight settling in his gut like a stone.

They all knew who he was. Not just that he was there, but who. Why he was here. Maybe not the details. Maybe not the full story. But enough.

Enough to recognize him. Enough to expect him. Enough to make his skin crawl with the sensation of being watched, studied, anticipated.

He rubbed his wrist again, thumb running a slow circle over skin that felt too tight. His dyed hair itched at the base of his neck, a constant reminder of his disguise.

Had Leona introduced him behind the scenes? Whispered warnings about the newcomer joining their caravan? Had she warned them? Prepared them for his arrival like he was some dangerous animal that needed special handling?

“No,” he muttered, scanning the camp. Over a hundred people in this caravan. There's No chance she had time to tell them all.

Had someone else? Someone he hadn't even met yet?

This isn’t how people treat strangers. There should’ve been questions. Suspicion. The natural wariness travelers show to newcomers on the road.

But no one acted afraid of him. No one acted surprised. And that was the problem. It suggested a plan in motion, wheels turning that he couldn't see, paths laid out before him by unseen hands. Angel would have noticed it immediately, would have pulled him aside with that quiet concern in her eyes.

The thought of her made his fingers unconsciously reach for the dagger, but he stopped himself. "I can't afford that right now. I have to keep my full focus on what's happening."




Chapter 22: Festival at the Grove

The road narrowed without warning.

One moment, the wagon wheels were rattling comfortably over packed earth. The next, the ground had softened—less traveled, more wild.

Estaria felt it before he saw it. Not danger. Not even unease. Just... a pull.

The trees were older here. Taller, but not in the proud way—bent inward, like they were listening. Watching.

The Caravan said nothing. No one announced the turn. But one by one, the wagons drifted left, off the main road, onto a narrow trail barely visible through the undergrowth. Horses slowed without command. People began walking beside their carts instead of riding.

Estaria followed, heart ticking strangely in his chest.

I know this place.

He didn’t know how. But the curve of the trail was familiar. The trees, familiar. That patch of blue moss clinging to the split trunk—he’d seen it. Years ago.

A hunting trip. Maybe a delivery run. He’d gone off the road, chasing quiet, or maybe just following instinct. And he’d found this grove.

He hadn’t stayed long. It had felt strange then, too. Heavy. Like the silence was holding something.

He remembered telling no one. Not because it was a secret, but because it would’ve sounded ridiculous.

There was a place where the world got quiet, and I forgot how to speak.

Now the Caravan was pulling into that same place like it was home.

Leona passed him on foot, her hands full of folded blankets. She didn’t look at him.

“You’ve been here before,” she said.

Not a question.

Estaria nodded. Slowly.

“Didn’t know what it was,” he murmured.

“Most don’t,” she said. Then she kept walking.

The wagons circled in a loose arc beneath the trees, wheels creaking softly in the hush. No one called out directions, but everyone moved with purpose.

Blankets were unpacked. Stones laid in a ring. Lanterns were left unlit, resting carefully at the base of certain trees.

Estaria stood near the edge of it all, feeling like a guest in a ceremony he didn’t understand. The others weren’t solemn, exactly. It wasn’t grief. It was something older.

Brenda was drawing patterns into the dirt with her cane. Not the kind you make when bored. These had weight. Rhythm. He couldn’t read them, but they felt... deliberate.

Orin built the fire ring with a kind of reverence, setting each stone as if it were part of a foundation.

Keely hung a string of leaves between two trees, hands moving quickly, lips pressed tight.

No one explained. No one needed to.

Estaria wandered. Not far. Just to the edges. Something about the center of the grove made his pulse skip. He needed air. He needed space.

The trees thickened just beyond the gathering—the kind that felt like walls. Old, moss-choked trunks, roots like fingers. He moved between them without thought, just following where his feet took him. The deeper he went, the clearer the rhythm of the grove became.

It wasn’t music. But it wasn’t silence either.

It pulsed—not in his ears, but in his ribs. In the meat of him. The kind of rhythm you didn’t notice until it stopped.

And then, it did.

Not for long. Just a beat. A skipped step in a song he hadn’t realized he was walking to.

The sensation landed hard. Not sharp, not painful—just off. Like a breath taken too early.

A memory stirred.

There was a riddle someone had told him once. Maybe his father. Maybe Angel. He couldn’t remember. Just the shape of the story, floating up now like a leaf on still water.

A girl flew on the rings at a traveling circus. One night, she fell. No one knew why. Her hands hadn’t slipped. The ropes hadn’t failed. But the organist had missed a note. That was all. A moment of silence where there should have been rhythm. And the girl, expecting the world to move, moved with it. Alone.

He had always liked that riddle. Not because it was clever. But because it felt true.

And now, something in this grove echoed it.

A skipped note. A missed breath. A silence where there should have been song.

He turned toward it. Not because he saw anything, but because the absence was too loud to ignore.

Between two leaning trees, under a canopy gone still, the grove felt… blank. Hollow in a way the rest of it did not. The resonance didn’t twist here. Didn’t shift. It stopped.

He stepped forward slowly, breath shallow. One hand brushed the trunk of an old yew, its bark thick and dry beneath his fingers.

Then he froze.

Lines. Clean. Deep. Carved—not natural.

His fingertips traced the edge before his eyes caught up.

A crest.

Not foreign.

Familiar.

Valens.

He stared at it like it might move. Like it might disappear if he blinked hard enough.

It didn’t.

The grove moved around it—breathed, pulsed, remembered—but not here. Here, it recoiled. Not violently. Just… absent. Like something sacred had stepped back and refused to return.

He pulled his hand away like it had burned him.

“She came here once.”

The voice was behind him. Soft. Gravel-lined. Brenda.

“Your mother.”

He didn’t turn.

“She stayed longer than most. We thought she’d leave it be.”

“She didn’t.”

“She marked it. Not to desecrate it. That would’ve been cleaner. She marked it to own it.”

“We tried to remove it. The tree wouldn’t take.”

Estaria looked down at the roots beneath his feet. They curled and twisted like knotted veins, disappearing into soil that pulsed with a quiet he couldn’t name.

“Did she say why?” he asked.

A long pause.

“She said…” Brenda began, then stopped. “She said, ‘It spoke to me. And I will not be called without answering.’”

Silence.

“We never saw her again,” Brenda said. “But she hasn’t really left, has she?”

She walked away.

Estaria stayed there a while longer, staring at the mark.

For the first time, he wondered if maybe his mother hadn’t just wanted to rule a kingdom.

The circle had formed. The fire burned steady. A hush had settled.

Then, the Caravan Master stepped into the ring—tall, sharp-eyed, his voice quiet but carrying.

“Before we begin,” he said, glancing around the circle, “we have a new soul among us.”

His eyes found Estaria. A few heads turned as well, but there was no judgment. Just… recognition.

“Brenda,” the Master said, “if you would.”

The old woman stood without complaint, her cane tapping once on the earth as she stepped forward. She didn’t look at Estaria as she spoke. She looked at the fire.

“Some of you call Him a god,” Brenda said. “Some call Him the forest. Some call Him the breath between leaves. That’s not wrong.”

“But names are small things. And He is not.”

She walked slowly, her cane tapping in rhythm with the hush.

“Streacresh once moved through the world, and the world moved with Him. His being was harmony—deep and slow and wide. The kind that holds stories. The kind that remembers.”

“But the world feared what it couldn’t forget.”

“So they built a ring of stone around Him. Mountain by mountain, wound tight as iron. They said it was to protect the world.”

She looked up into the trees.

“We know it was to bind Him.”

“He cannot walk now. Cannot see the world as He once did. But He can still hear. So we tell Him what we’ve seen. We give Him memory, so He doesn’t fade into silence.”

“And here, in this grove—”

She paused, letting the quiet settle in.

“Here, we feel Him.”

“Not in visions. Not in words. But in the way the air moves. The stillness between heartbeats. The rhythm beneath our own.”

“That is His Resonance. And that is how we know He listens.”

A long silence.

“So we offer stories.”

Brenda nodded once, then returned to her place by the fire and lowered herself slowly to the ground.

The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was reverent.

As if something unseen had just stepped a little closer.

“Eight months ago, we sailed to Fenhaven.”

Orin’s voice came steady and low, but the words struck like a gong.

Estaria glanced around the fire. Heads turned slowly. Every face shifted. A few sets of hands found one another in the dark.

“I met with Vince.”

No need to say who Vince was. The moment his name passed Orin’s lips, the mood cracked open. A ripple moved through the gathering. One woman closed her eyes. Keely pressed her fist to her mouth. Someone across the fire bowed their head so low their forehead nearly touched the ground.

“He told me about a grove off the east cliffs. Thought it might carry the right resonance. Said it was worth trying.”

Orin cleared his throat—hard. Not to steady emotion, but to buy a moment.

“So I went. Trees were half-dead. Ivy choking up the trunks. Looked more like a wound than a grove. But I found his handwriting on a stone.”

He paused again. Not for drama, but because this was the part that still hurt to say aloud.

“We held the ritual anyway. For him. For what we remembered.”

The fire crackled, untouched. No one moved. Even the wind seemed to pause in the trees.

“He didn’t come.”

Someone sucked in a breath across the circle. Another quietly wept. Not with sobs, but with shoulders trembling under stillness.

“He’s alive. I saw him before we left Fenhaven. Told him when we’d be there. He said he’d think about it.”

Orin looked down into the flames, his weathered face carved in shadow.

“He didn’t come.”

He didn’t say more. He didn’t need to. The story hung there—unfinished, unresolved, real.

For a long moment, no one reached for the next tale. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was reverent.

Orin didn’t cry. But others did. Not loudly. Just enough to know the story had landed exactly where it was meant to.

A younger man stood next—tall, angular, with a crooked nose and a grin that didn’t quite match the reverence of the night. But he didn’t break the silence. He just stepped into it like water.

“I once lost a bet in Lephridge,” he began.

A few quiet chuckles—he clearly had a reputation.

“Bet I could ride an eel. A real one. Not a metaphor.”

A couple groans. One person muttered, “Here we go.”

“I did ride it,” the man said, holding up a finger. “Just not long. Maybe… half a breath. Long enough to regret it, not long enough to impress anyone.”

“But while I was underwater, I saw a coin sink past me. Bright gold. Old mint. Looked like it had eyes.”

He paused, expression strange now—more thoughtful than amused.

“Been back to that river five times since. Haven’t found the coin. But sometimes I dream about it. Just a flash of gold in the dark.”

He shrugged. “Don’t know if that means anything. But I still carry the eel scar. So… figured that’s worth something.”

He sat down. A few low chuckles followed. Someone threw a small pinecone at him.

An older woman spoke next—voice soft, with a tone like worn paper.

“When I was young, I used to sing to the grain,” she said.

“My mother said it made the bread rise better. I believed her. Sang every morning during harvest.”

“Years later, after she passed, I stopped. Couldn’t bring myself to do it.”

She folded her hands in her lap.

“But last year, a storm broke the fields. Thought we’d lost everything. That night, I sat alone and sang—just once.”

A pause.

“The grain still failed. But the bread rose. Too much. Spilled out of the pan. Made a mess of the oven.”

“I think she heard me,” the woman whispered. “Or maybe the field did. Or maybe that’s the same thing.”

She bowed her head and said no more.

More stories followed. Some strange. Some funny. One that made Keely cry openly, and one that made even Orin smile—just briefly.

Estaria listened. Sometimes he watched the fire. Sometimes the trees.

It seemed sudden when the Caravan Master motioned toward him.

“Young man,” the Master said, “would you give Streacresh an offering?”

Estaria glanced at the fire. It had burned down low. Must’ve been a couple hours of stories by now.

He rose slowly, brushing off his hands more out of habit than need. He nodded once.

The others didn’t stare. They just looked—quiet, patient, waiting. Not for a performance, but for a truth.

Estaria stepped into the edge of the firelight.

“This offering starts with a girl, as all good stories must…” A few in the circle smiled—softly, knowingly.

“We traveled to southern Gaiadra once. She’d read about this place—some kind of natural arch, half hill-sized, where if you whispered at one end, someone fifty feet away could hear you like you were standing right beside them.”

“She said it was made by giants. Or carved by wind. The book didn’t say much—just a sketch, and a line about it being used for promises too soft to shout.”

“I told her it might not be real. She told me that didn’t matter.”

“But it was big enough that we might actually find it. So I said I’d take her.”

“She didn’t walk in straight lines. Always veered off the trail to follow something—an odd bird, a crooked tree, a shimmer on the water.”

He glanced toward the trees, not really seeing them.

“We got lost. Fully, hopelessly lost. Ended up in a marsh full of biting insects, wet boots, no bearings, and no daylight. I was fuming. She was laughing.”

“It was loud, too. Crickets and frogs screaming like they owned the world. Wings humming, water slapping at roots. Even the wind had a voice there—low and wet, like it didn’t trust us.”

“And through all that noise, she just kept laughing. Like she belonged to it.”

“‘We’re not lost,’ she told me. ‘We’re just not where we meant to be.’”

He smiled, but it faded quickly.

“We slept under a broken sail someone had draped between two trees. It smelled like mildew and old fish. But the stars were clear.”

His voice softened.

“That was the night she told me she wanted to be a dancer. And a teacher. And an explorer. And a doctor. The world was her playground, and she was going to do it all.”

“I told her I didn’t know how to do any of those things.”

“‘You don’t need to,’ she said. ‘You just need to believe I can.’”

Estaria bowed his head. His eyes burned. He let them.

“I never saw that sail again. And we never found the arch.”

“But sometimes… I still hear her. When I think I’m lost.”

He cleared his throat once and gave a small nod.

“That’s what I bring, Streacresh. Her voice. I remember it.”

Then he sat down.

No one spoke.

The fire crackled. A wind moved through the branches. And in the silence that followed, Estaria felt something shift—not in the air, but in himself.

His eyes were wet. But he felt… okay. He had spoken her name out loud, but rather than tearing grief, he felt simple sadness. His hand drifted to the dagger, and with a touch, he confirmed that the grief, anger, and passion was still there, whenever he needed them.

Around the fire, several heads were bowed.

One woman was weeping quietly, her face in her hands.

Keely pressed a palm to her chest and mouthed, thank you.

Orin didn’t look over, but Estaria saw his jaw tense—the flicker of a breath caught in his throat.

Brenda met his eyes and held them. She nodded once, like she’d seen something she’d been waiting for.

The fire burned low.

No one offered another story.

When the circle finally dispersed, the grove felt… full.

Not in the way it had before, with pressure and rhythm and ancient stillness—but in the way a room feels after good work is done. Like a long breath let out. Like enough.

Blankets were folded. Stones stacked. Ashes left to smolder in the fire ring, curling upward in soft spirals.

Estaria stayed seated, elbows on his knees, watching the last of the flames settle into ember. He wasn’t avoiding anyone. Just letting the moment linger.

“Mind if I sit?” Leona asked quietly.

He shook his head.

She lowered herself beside him with the ease of someone who’d done it a thousand times before. Not cautious. Not overly careful. Just… present.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

Then someone passed behind them and clapped Estaria on the shoulder. No words—just a firm, grateful touch.

Leona started to speak, but a woman approached and offered a simple, “Thank you,” then moved on.

She tried again. Another interruption.

“She sounded like she burned bright,” said a voice behind them. “Like someone you’d follow without thinking.”

And again: “You made the fire quieter.”

It went on like that—people slipping by, pausing just long enough to say something true. Or something they needed to say, even if the words didn’t quite fit.

One man sat nearby for a moment without speaking at all. Then nodded to Estaria, stood, and walked off.

Leona gave up trying to talk through it. She just stayed beside him, letting the quiet settle.

Eventually, when the stream of visitors slowed, she leaned back on her palms and exhaled softly.

“You wrecked us a little,” she said. “In a good way.”

Estaria didn’t smile. But he didn’t feel alone, either.

“I didn’t plan to speak.”

“You didn’t have to,” she said. “That’s what made it land.”

He nodded, eyes still on the fire. His hand drifted to the dagger at his side, resting against his belt. The grief, the anger, the sharp edges of loss—they were still there. But quieter now. As if they’d been heard.

He let his hand fall away.

“The grove feels different,” he said.

Leona looked out at the trees, as if checking for something only she could read.

“It always does. But this time…” She hesitated. “It feels like it listened harder.”

Estaria didn’t respond. He just breathed.

And then she stood. Not quickly. Not theatrically. Just stood, brushed off her hands, and looked down at him.

He looked up, unsure if she was leaving.

But she wasn’t.

She reached out. Gently.

And pulled him into her arms.

Not out of duty. Not for show.

Just to share weight.

He didn’t resist.

Didn’t break.

He just… let it happen.

And for once, that was enough.

* * *

Leona's hand lingered on Estaria's arm. One heartbeat. Two. Three.

She pulled back, a chill running through her despite the warmth of the dying fire. Her fingers tingled where they'd touched his sleeve. Damn it.

The walk back to her tent felt longer than usual. Stars wheeled overhead, casting just enough light to navigate the familiar path between the wagons. A cool breeze rustled the canvas, carrying the mingled scents of woodsmoke and dried herbs from the kitchen tent.

She knew better. She absolutely knew better.

But the way he'd spoken about Angel... The raw honesty in his voice had cracked something open inside her. Not just in her—in everyone around that fire. She'd watched faces change as he'd shared his story. Witnessed hardened travelers drop their masks, if only for a moment.

The lamp in her tent with Orin still burned, casting a warm glow through the canvas. She paused outside, smoothing her skirts, trying to compose herself.

"You're being foolish," she whispered to herself. "He's just another guest."

But even as the words left her lips, she knew they weren't true.

Leona closed her eyes, remembering other "guests" she'd grown fond of over the years. The young mother who'd shared her bread recipes. The old merchant who'd told the best stories. The musician whose songs still echoed in her dreams sometimes.

Her hand found the tent flap, but she didn't enter. Instead, she leaned against the center pole, letting the rough wood press into her shoulder.

Angel's letters had mentioned Estaria's kindness. His quiet strength. The way he noticed things others missed. The way he cared, deeply and without reservation. Leona had read those letters so many times she practically knew them by heart.

She'd thought she'd understood what Angel meant. But watching him tonight, seeing how he held his grief like something precious rather than poisonous... that was different. That was real.

"Stop it," she muttered, pressing her forehead against the pole. "Just stop."

Outside the tent, the night air carried the last whispers of conversation from the dying fire. Leona drew in a deep breath, focusing on the familiar, rhythmic sound coming from within. Scrape. Pause. Scrape. The methodical rasp of stone against steel anchored her thoughts.

She pushed the tent flap aside, ducking into the warm interior. The lamp cast long shadows across their living space, glinting off the blade Orin worked on. He sat at their prized possession—a collapsible table they'd commissioned from a clever carpenter in Marsh Harbor. The dark wood gleamed with years of care and regular oiling.

Orin's grunt of acknowledgment brought a small smile to her face. Some might find his taciturn nature off-putting, but she'd learned to read volumes in those simple sounds.

She moved through her evening routine with more force than strictly necessary. The brush yanked through her hair left her scalp stinging. Her boots hit the ground with sharp thuds as she pulled them off. The fresh sleeping shift nearly tore as she tugged it over her head.

The boy's face kept floating before her eyes. Not just his face—the way he'd held himself by the fire, the careful way he'd chosen his words when speaking of Angel. The raw honesty that had pierced through everyone's carefully maintained walls.

A proper hostess would maintain distance. Keep things professional. Perhaps Marta could take over his guidance? Or Brenda? They both had experience with—

The absence of the whetstone's song registered suddenly. Before she could turn, warm, callused hands settled on her shoulders. Orin's fingers found the knots of tension with practiced ease.

"Do you want to talk about it?" His voice was quiet, steady as the stars.

The gentle pressure of his hands broke through her churning thoughts. Her shoulders slumped as some of the tension bled away. The familiar scent of leather and steel that always clung to him wrapped around her like a comfort.

Behind them, the lamp flickered, making their shadows dance on the canvas walls. The distant call of a night bird filtered through the tent walls. In here, in their private space, the weight of her responsibilities felt both heavier and somehow more manageable.

But how could she explain what she didn't fully understand herself? How Angel's letters had painted such a vivid picture of this young man that seeing him in the flesh felt like meeting someone she'd known for years? How watching him share his grief had stirred something maternal and protective that threatened her carefully maintained boundaries?

Orin's hands stilled on her shoulders, waiting with the patience that had drawn her to him all those years ago. The same patience that had helped her through countless difficult choices, difficult nights.

The canvas walls of their tent held so many whispered conversations, so many shared burdens. This was their sanctuary, where masks could fall away, where truth could breathe.

Leona watched shadows dance on the tent wall as Orin's hands worked her shoulders. The warmth of the lamp and his steady presence helped calm her racing thoughts.

"I like the boy," she said finally, the words feeling inadequate against the complexity of her emotions. The slight pause in Orin's movements told her he understood the weight behind that simple statement.

His fingers resumed their practiced kneading, working out a particularly stubborn knot near her neck. The familiar pressure gave her space to think.

"Maybe I should have someone else take over," she mused, rolling the idea around like a bitter herb. "Marta has experience with newcomers. Or Brenda—she connected with him during the storytelling." The words felt wrong even as she spoke them.

She continued talking, listing possibilities and then immediately finding flaws in each one. Silas was too absorbed in his maps. Keely had her hands full with the kitchen. The porters needed their rest for the difficult terrain ahead.

"And he needs someone who understands what he's been through," she circled back. "But maybe that's exactly why I shouldn't—" Her voice trailed off as she realized she'd made the same argument twice now.

The lamp oil crackled softly. Outside, someone walked past their tent, boots crunching on the packed earth. Leona rubbed her temples, frustrated with her own indecision.

"You're the best," Orin's quiet voice cut through her spiraling thoughts. His hands stilled on her shoulders, warm and steady. "You can do this."

The simple confidence in his tone made her smile. She reached up, squeezing his hand where it rested on her shoulder. Turning in her seat, she pressed a soft kiss to his weathered cheek.

"You're right," she sighed, some of the tension finally leaving her body. "I guess Angel is still a tender subject. That's probably what I'm feeling."

Orin gave her shoulders a final, gentle squeeze before returning to his seat at the table. The familiar scrape of stone against steel resumed as he picked up his work.

Leona changed for bed, her movements now smooth and unhurried. The lamplight cast a warm glow over their accumulated treasures—the carved box from the southern islands, the delicate wind chimes from the mountain temples, the collection of maps carefully rolled in their leather cases.

As she settled onto their bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin, the rhythmic sound of Orin's whetstone became her private lullaby. Her eyes grew heavy as exhaustion finally caught up with her.

Her last coherent thought before sleep claimed her was rueful: "I knew inviting him was going to be a problem." But the worry seemed distant now, softened by Orin's steady presence and the familiar sounds of their nighttime routine.




Chapter 23: Found Him

Dannen adjusted his sword belt as he approached the gate of the Valens estate. The usual two guards had multiplied to six, all wearing crisp new uniforms in Valens green and gold. They recognized him immediately, waving him through with practiced efficiency.

The gravel path crunched under his boots as he made his way toward the manor. Servants rushed past carrying bolts of fabric, trays of food, and stacks of documents. The air buzzed with excited chatter and hurried footsteps.

A group of tailors hurried out of the main entrance, their arms laden with what looked like ceremonial robes. Behind them, a harried-looking scribe clutched a sheaf of papers to his chest, ink stains dotting his sleeves.

The gardens, usually meticulously maintained, now swarmed with workers setting up elaborate decorations. Wooden platforms rose between the flower beds, and colorful banners hung from newly erected poles. The scent of fresh paint mingled with the sweet perfume of late summer blooms.

Dannen dodged a pair of servants carrying a massive mirror up the steps. Inside, the manor's usual quiet dignity had given way to controlled chaos. The marble floors echoed with dozens of footsteps, and voices bounced off the high ceilings.

"Watch it!" someone called as a ladder nearly toppled. Dannen pressed himself against the wall, letting a team of workers pass with long wooden beams balanced on their shoulders.

In the great hall, artisans perched on scaffolding, adding gilt details to the ceiling frescos. The room sparkled with fresh paint and polish, transforming the already impressive space into something truly regal.

Dannen's gaze swept across the great hall, finally settling on Klindon. She stood near one of the newly-gilded columns, deep in conversation with a scribe whose quill scratched frantically across parchment. Her dark eyes met his, and she gestured subtly toward her study with a slight tilt of her head.

The familiar path to her study felt different today, with all the commotion echoing through the halls. Dannen's boots sank into the plush carpet as he entered the room. Morning light streamed through the tall windows, catching dust motes disturbed by the renovation work outside. The usual scent of leather-bound books and wood polish mixed with fresh paint from the ongoing work.

He waited, studying the room's details - the precisely arranged desk, the careful organization of scrolls and ledgers, the way even the quills lined up at exact angles. Everything about the space reflected its owner's methodical nature.

The door opened several minutes later, and Klindon entered with measured steps. She closed the door firmly behind her, muffling the chaos beyond.

"Your report?" Her voice carried its usual calm authority.

Dannen bowed low, his right hand resting on his sword hilt. "My lady. The grain merchants report standard autumn prices, though there's talk of a slight increase before winter. The harbormaster's new fee structure has caused some grumbling among the smaller fishing boats." He paused, choosing his next words carefully. "The banking district remains quiet, though there was some interest in a large withdrawal from one of the northern branches."

Klindon's expression remained neutral as she settled into her chair, arranging her skirts with practiced grace. "Continue."

"The taverns are full of the usual gossip. Pirates spotted off the northern coast, though that's likely just drunk sailors' tales. A dragon ship in port caused quite a stir - seems it's headed for Luminara." Dannen kept his voice steady, watching for any reaction. "And there was talk of someone matching young master Estaria's description seen leaving Leona's bakery. The baker herself was with him, both carrying travel gear."

The scratch of Klindon's quill against parchment paused for just a moment - so brief anyone else might have missed it. She made a small notation before looking up. "The baker, you say? Interesting."

The silence stretched between them like a drawn bowstring. Dannen shifted his weight, the soft carpet muffling his movement. Dust particles danced in the sunbeam streaming through the window, making the air seem thick and heavy. His collar felt tight, and he resisted the urge to adjust it.

Klindon's eyes remained fixed on some distant point, her fingers absently tracing the edge of a document on her desk. The usual sounds of construction and preparation filtered through the closed door - hammering, voices calling instructions, the scrape of furniture being moved. But in the study, the quiet grew oppressive.

Dannen cleared his throat softly. The sound seemed to snap Klindon back to the present moment, her dark eyes focusing on him with laser precision.

"Was there a caravan in Tidalrest?" Her voice carried its usual measured control, but something in her tone suggested deeper calculations at work.

"Yes ma'am." Dannen straightened his posture instinctively. "It left the day after young master was spotted. Do you think he was joining the caravan?"

Klindon's fingers drummed once on her desk before going still. The morning light caught the silver threads in her hair as she turned to look out the window. Outside, workers were raising another wooden platform in the garden. The sound of their hammering provided a steady rhythm to break the renewed silence.

A knock at the door made Dannen start slightly. Klindon didn't move, her gaze still fixed on the garden below.

"Enter," she called, her voice carrying easily despite its soft volume.

A servant appeared, carrying a tray with tea service. The china clinked softly as she set it on a side table, bowed, and departed without a word. The fresh scent of mint tea filled the air, mixing with the leather and wood polish that perpetually perfumed the study.

Klindon finally turned from the window. She poured two cups of tea with precise movements, offering one to Dannen. He accepted with a slight bow, careful not to let his hand shake. The cup was delicate - far more delicate than he was used to handling.

Dannen's heart raced as Klindon finally broke the silence. Her voice emerged cold and precise, each word dripping with an intensity that made his skin prickle.

"Find the caravan... at all costs."

She glided across the study to a large map mounted on the wall. The morning light caught the silver threading in her dark hair as she reached for a marking pen. Her hand moved with deliberate purpose, writing Estaria's name next to Tidalrest along with the date of the sighting. Her fingers lingered on the mark, tracing it slowly.

The silence returned, broken only by the distant sounds of construction and the soft ticking of the mantel clock. Dannen remained motionless, his tea cooling forgotten in his hands. The delicate cup suddenly felt like a burden, but he dared not set it down.

Klindon stood before the map, her shoulders rigid, completely still except for the slight movement of her finger tracing routes across the parchment. The morning light streaming through the window cast strange shadows across her face, making her expression unreadable.

When she finally turned to retrieve her tea, she started violently at his presence, as though she'd completely forgotten he was there. Her usually composed features flickered with something Dannen had never seen before - was it fear? The expression vanished so quickly he couldn't be sure.

"Dismissed." The word cut through the air like a knife.

Dannen bowed deeply, grateful for the excuse to break eye contact. He set his untouched tea on the nearest surface and backed toward the door, his hands trembling slightly as he reached for the handle.

Once outside, he sagged against the wall, releasing a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. His heart hammered against his ribs, and sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cool morning air.

Fifteen years he'd served as Klindon's scout. He'd seen her negotiate brutal trade deals, outmaneuver political rivals, and weather countless crises. But this - this was different. The controlled precision of her movements, the cold calculation in her voice, the moment of startled recognition - it all spoke of something far more dangerous than her usual schemes.

The sounds of construction seemed suddenly too loud, too chaotic. The endless shuffling of servants' feet and the constant hammering pressed in around him. Dannen pushed himself away from the wall, his legs unsteady beneath him.

He needed to move, to put distance between himself and that study. His feet carried him forward, first at a walk, then a jog, and finally a full run. He dodged around servants and workers, ignoring their startled looks.

Through the great hall, past the artisans on their scaffolding, down the main steps, and across the garden - he ran as though pursued by demons. The guards at the gate straightened as he approached, but he barely noticed them as he burst through onto the street beyond.

Only when the Valens estate disappeared behind him did Dannen slow his pace. His chest heaved as he gulped in the cool morning air. He'd seen many sides of Klindon over the years - the shrewd businesswoman, the calculating strategist, the demanding taskmaster. But never had she seemed so... overtly predatory.

His hands were still shaking as he straightened his sword belt. Whatever game Klindon was playing now, it was clear the stakes were higher than ever before. The morning sun suddenly felt weak against the chill that had settled into his bones.




Chapter 24: Queen's Guard

The morning sun warmed Estaria's face as he walked beside Keely, listening to her stories about life on the road. Her animated descriptions of various mishaps with cooking supplies brought a genuine smile to his face - the first in what felt like ages.

"So there I was, covered head to toe in flour, and wouldn't you know it? The wagon hits another bump!" Keely's hands flew up in demonstration. "I looked like a ghost for days, no matter how much I tried to wash it out."

Estaria chuckled, adjusting his pack. The steady crunch of wagon wheels on gravel provided a rhythmic backdrop to their conversation. "At least flour washes out eventually. Try getting pine sap out of-"

A thundering of hooves interrupted him. Silas burst from the tree line, his horse's flanks lathered with sweat. The animal's harsh breathing carried clearly across the morning air as Silas yanked the reins, bringing his mount to an abrupt halt beside the lead wagon.

The caravan master leaned down from his perch as Silas spoke in urgent, hushed tones. Though Estaria strained his ears, the words were lost in the general noise of the caravan. He caught only the sharp gesture Silas made toward the road behind them.

The caravan master's expression darkened. His eyes flickered briefly toward Estaria, then back to Silas. He straightened and beckoned one of his attendants closer, whispering something that made the man nod gravely.

Keely's cheerful demeanor evaporated. She muttered something about checking on lunch preparations and hurried away, leaving Estaria standing alone as the attendant approached. Estaria watched her retreating back, the lingering echo of laughter still fading from his ears. The warmth of their conversation dissolved like breath in cold air.

The man wore the simple but well-maintained clothes typical of the caravan's leadership. His smile seemed practiced, not quite reaching his eyes. "Master Estaria, if you would be so kind as to accompany me? We have a covered wagon that might provide more... comfortable accommodations for the next stretch of road."

The invitation carried the weight of a command. Estaria glanced toward the caravan master, but the man had already turned away, deep in conversation with Silas. The scout's horse pawed at the ground nervously, reflecting its rider's tension.

Estaria's fingers tightened on his pack strap as he studied the attendant's carefully neutral expression. The morning breeze carried the scent of dust and horse sweat from Silas's mount, along with the familiar creaking of wagon wheels and clip-clop of hooves that had become the soundtrack to his days.

"What's happening?" Estaria kept his voice low, matching the attendant's hushed tone. "Why the sudden need for covered transport?"

The attendant's smile remained fixed in place. "Just a precaution, nothing more. The road ahead can be quite dusty this time of year."

The excuse rang hollow. Estaria had traveled enough of these roads to know dust wasn't a serious concern in this region. "I noticed Silas seemed rather urgent in his report. Perhaps there's something I should know about?"

"Master Silas often rides hard when scouting. It's his way." The attendant gestured toward one of the larger covered wagons. "If you'll follow me?"

"I appreciate the offer, but I'd prefer to understand what's prompted this change." Estaria shifted his weight, planting his feet more firmly. The wagon wheels continued their steady rhythm behind him, a counterpoint to his racing thoughts.

A muscle twitched in the attendant's jaw. "Sir, I must insist-"

"And I must insist on knowing why." Estaria kept his voice pleasant but firm. "Is there danger on the road? Bandits? Weather? Why am I the only one being protected? I’ve been with this caravan for weeks—I’m not some fragile lordling you need to hide behind canvas."

The attendant's practiced smile slipped slightly. He glanced toward where the caravan master still spoke with Silas, then back to Estaria. "My instructions were simply to escort you to more secure transportation. I'm not privy to the reasons behind the request."

Estaria caught the slight emphasis on 'secure' and noted how the man's hands had begun to fidget with his sleeve cuffs - a tell that suggested either anxiety or deception. The morning sun cast long shadows across the road, and in one of them, Estaria noticed another caravan member slowly working their way closer, trying to appear casual in their movements.

"This way, please." The attendant gestured toward a sturdy wagon near the middle of the caravan. Its heavy canvas cover was drawn tight, concealing whatever - or whoever - might be inside.

Estaria's feet felt leaden as he followed the attendant. The morning's warmth had vanished, replaced by a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. The sounds of the caravan - creaking wheels, conversations, livestock - seemed suddenly distant, muffled.

The attendant pulled back the canvas flap, revealing a dim interior fitted with padded benches. "After you," he said, his tone still perfectly polite but brooking no argument.

Estaria ducked inside, the canvas falling closed behind him. The wagon's interior smelled of leather and wood polish. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he made out several trunks secured against the walls, their brass fittings gleaming dully.

The wagon lurched into motion. Through the canvas, he heard the attendant speaking quietly with the driver, though their words were indistinct. Estaria settled onto one of the benches, his hands clasped tightly in his lap to keep them from shaking.

The regular sway of the wagon and the muted sounds from outside created an oddly peaceful atmosphere, completely at odds with the tension knotting his shoulders. He focused on his breathing, trying to still the rapid beating of his heart.

The wagon swayed as someone caught hold of the back. Estaria tensed, his hand instinctively moving to the knife at his belt. The canvas flap pulled aside, letting in a burst of morning light that made him squint. Orin's weathered face appeared, his expression grim as he hauled himself up onto the opposite bench.

"Orin-" Estaria started, relief and questions tumbling together.

Orin held up a calloused hand, shaking his head. The older man's eyes darted to the canvas walls, then back to Estaria. He pressed a finger to his lips, the gesture clear even in the dim light filtering through the heavy fabric.

Estaria swallowed his questions, though they burned in his throat. The wagon jostled over a rough patch, making the brass fittings on the trunks rattle. Outside, someone called out directions to the drivers, their voice muffled by distance and canvas.

Orin's presence seemed to fill the small space. He sat with the easy balance of someone long used to moving wagons, barely swaying as they navigated the road's imperfections. His eyes never left Estaria's face, watching with an intensity that made Estaria want to fidget.

The wagon's steady motion made the canvas flap flutter. Estaria watched as Orin pulled it aside just enough to peer down the road behind them. Dust motes danced in the thin shaft of sunlight that penetrated their shelter. The older man's face hardened as he carefully secured the flap back in place.

Orin leaned forward, his deep voice barely above a whisper. The sound rumbled more like distant thunder than speech, vibrating in Estaria's chest. "Scouts riding up from behind. Queen's personal guard by the look of their livery."

The words hit Estaria like a physical blow. His mother. Of course it was his mother. The realization crystallized with perfect clarity - the caravan's sudden protectiveness, Silas's urgent return, the careful way everyone had moved to shield him from view. His hands clenched into fists on his knees, knuckles white with tension.

The wagon hit a small bump, making the trunks rattle against their restraints. Outside, someone called instructions to adjust their course. The mundane sounds felt surreal against the weight of understanding settling over Estaria.

"How did you-" Estaria began, but Orin's weathered hand shot up in a sharp gesture of silence.

"Later," Orin growled, the word more felt than heard. His eyes never stopped moving, tracking between the canvas walls as if he could see through them to whatever threat approached.

Estaria forced himself to breathe slowly, fighting down the urge to demand answers. The confined space of the wagon suddenly felt too small. Sweat prickled along his spine despite the morning's lingering chill. He could smell the leather of the bench beneath him, the treated canvas above, and the faint mustiness of the trunks' contents.

Estaria's muscles ached from holding still in the dim wagon interior. Every sound from outside seemed magnified - the creak of leather, the shifting of hooves, the murmur of conversations he couldn't quite make out. Orin remained a steady presence across from him, his weathered face betraying nothing.

A shout pierced through the canvas walls. "Ho there! Well met, travelers!"

The wagon lurched to a stop, the sudden silence of its wheels making Estaria's ears ring. He heard the distinct sound of multiple horses approaching from behind, their hooves kicking up gravel. His heart hammered against his ribs.

"Welcome, welcome!" The Caravan Master's voice carried clearly, pitched to carry. "What brings the Queen's guard to our humble caravan?"

Footsteps crunched past the wagon - several sets, moving with purpose. Estaria held his breath, straining to catch every word. The canvas walls suddenly felt paper-thin.

Estaria's breath caught in his throat as the voices drew nearer to their wagon. Sweat trickled down his back despite the cool morning air that seeped through the canvas walls. Orin remained perfectly still across from him, only his eyes moving as he tracked the sounds outside.

"Our primary route takes us through the western territories," the Caravan Master's voice carried clearly. "We bring specialty goods from across the sea - spices, cloth, that sort of thing."

A woman's crisp voice responded, "Her Majesty is particularly interested in establishing stronger connections with the western settlements. Perhaps we could examine your inventory?"

Estaria's hands clenched on his knees. The wagon's interior felt suffocating, the air thick with tension. He could hear footsteps crunching on gravel, moving from wagon to wagon.

"Of course, of course," the Caravan Master replied smoothly. "Though I'm afraid much of it is rather mundane. Jerob, show them the spice wagon first."

The sound of boots on gravel moved away from their position. Estaria released a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. Orin's expression remained impassive, but his shoulders had tensed slightly.

"Impressive selection," the female scout commented, her voice now more distant. "And these textiles?"

"Imported from across the Narrow Sea," another caravan member explained. "The western settlements particularly favor the blue dyes - they're difficult to produce locally."

The conversation continued, punctuated by the sounds of crates being opened and closed, fabric being handled, and various items being discussed. Each time the voices drew near their wagon, they seemed to naturally drift away again, guided by the Caravan Master's careful misdirection.

Estaria shifted slightly on the hard bench, his muscles cramping from holding still for so long. A sharp look from Orin froze him in place. Even the small movement had made the leather creak - a sound that seemed thunderous in their confined space.

"What's in this wagon?" The female scout's voice suddenly came from directly beside them. Estaria's heart nearly stopped.

"Just personal effects," the Caravan Master replied smoothly. "We keep our valuables separate from the trade goods. Security measures, you understand."

A pause. Estaria could hear the scout's boots shift on the gravel. "Reasonable precaution," she said finally. "Though the Queen would be interested in establishing proper garrison points along these routes. For everyone's protection, of course."

"Her Majesty is most thoughtful," the Caravan Master responded. "Though we've managed well enough with our own security arrangements. Bandits tend to avoid such large, well-organized caravans."

The conversation moved away again, discussing the logistics of western expansion and trade routes. Estaria's muscles screamed from the tension of holding still, but he didn't dare move. Dust motes danced in the thin streams of light that penetrated the canvas, marking the passage of time.

Finally, after what felt like hours, the scouts' voices grew more distant. "We appreciate your cooperation," the female scout called out. "The Queen will be pleased to hear of such well-established trade routes."

"Safe travels," the Caravan Master responded. "Do give Her Majesty our regards."

The sound of hoofbeats gradually faded away. Still, Orin held up his hand, signaling Estaria to remain quiet. The wagon stayed motionless for several more minutes before the Caravan Master's voice rang out, "All clear! Move out!"

The wagon lurched back into motion. Only then did Orin's rigid posture relax slightly. Estaria let out a long, shaky breath, his hands trembling as he wiped sweat from his forehead.

"That was too close," Orin muttered, his voice barely audible over the creaking of the wagon. He pulled aside the canvas flap just enough to peer out, then let it fall back into place. "We'll need to be more careful from here on."

The wagon swayed as it found its rhythm again, joining the familiar sounds of the caravan's movement. Outside, conversations resumed, though more subdued than before. Estaria's heart rate slowly returned to normal as the distance between them and the scouts increased with each turning of the wheels.

Captain Elise pulled up her horse, watching the caravan disappear around a bend in the road. The morning sun cast long shadows across the packed dirt, and a light breeze carried the lingering dust from their passage. She waited until the last echoes of wagon wheels faded before turning to face her squad.

The five riders sat their mounts with practiced ease, their polished armor gleaming. The Queen's insignia stood out boldly on their tabards - a reminder of whose authority they carried. Their horses shifted restlessly, eager to move after the slow pace they'd maintained while examining the caravan.

"That caravan master," Elise said, her voice tight with frustration, "knows more than he's letting on." She adjusted her leather gloves, a habit born of years in the saddle. "Did you notice how they guided us away from that secured wagon? Every time we got close, someone had something interesting to show us elsewhere."

Runner Marc nodded, his young face serious beneath his helm. His mount, a swift bay gelding, danced beneath him, picking up on its rider's tension. "The timing was too perfect, Captain. And that wagon - heavy canvas, reinforced frame. More than you'd need for simple valuables."

"Exactly." Elise's mount snorted, tossing its head. She absently patted its neck while studying the road ahead. Elise's eyes narrowed. "They're hiding something. And not just him—they're hiding how well they’re hiding him."

The squad remained silent, waiting for her decision. A bird called from somewhere in the trees lining the road, its cry sharp in the morning air. The sun climbed higher, burning off the last traces of dawn's chill.

Elise turned to Marc, her expression hardening. "Ride hard back to Appledale. Tell the Queen we found him." She paused, considering her next words carefully. "He's traveling with a caravan, heading west. Well-organized, about twenty wagons. They know what they're doing - they'll have scouts watching their back trail."

Marc straightened in his saddle, already preparing for the long ride. "Yes, Captain. Any other details she should know?"

"Tell her the caravan master is skilled - former military, I'd wager. They're well-armed, disciplined." Elise's mouth tightened. "And they're protecting him. Deliberately."

The young runner nodded sharply, gathering his reins. His horse sensed the impending run and pranced in place, eager to move. The other squad members shifted their mounts to give him room to turn.

Marc touched his fist to his chest in salute, then wheeled his horse around. The bay's hooves threw up small clouds of dust as it leaped forward, quickly finding its running stride. The sound of its gallop faded rapidly as Marc disappeared back down the road toward Appledale.

Elise watched until he vanished from sight, then turned back to her remaining squad. The morning had warmed considerably, and sweat dampened the padding under her armor. She could smell horse sweat and leather, familiar companions of long days in the saddle.

"Well," she said dryly, "that was an interesting morning." Her squad responded with quiet chuckles, the tension easing slightly. "Let's find a good spot to water the horses. We've got a long wait ahead of us."




Chapter 25: Orin's Chapter

Orin waited until he could no longer hear the hoofbeats of the Queen's guards before turning to Estaria. The wagon's interior felt close and warm, the canvas walls creating a surprisingly intimate space despite the constant motion beneath them. A shaft of sunlight pierced through a small gap, dancing with the dust motes stirred up by their movement.

"You're wondering how everyone knew about you," Orin said, his voice barely carrying over the creak of wooden wheels. He shifted on the bench, his weathered hands resting on his knees. "Leona told me first. Then I informed the caravan master, who spoke with key members of our group."

Estaria opened his mouth to speak, but Orin held up a calloused hand. "It's not what you think. We needed to know because this," he gestured at the wagon around them, "isn't our usual way. The caravan prefers to stay unremarkable. Invisible, even."

The wagon hit a rut, jostling them both. Orin steadied himself with practiced ease while Estaria grabbed at the bench. Outside, someone called a warning about the road condition, and the wagon train adjusted its pace.

"Normally," Orin continued, "we don't take on anyone who might draw attention. No nobles running from arranged marriages. No merchants fleeing debts. And certainly no one with royal guards on their trail." His eyes, kind but direct, met Estaria's. "We're simple folk who prefer simple problems."

A bead of sweat rolled down Estaria's temple. The air inside the wagon had grown stuffier, though whether from the rising sun or the tension of the moment, he couldn't tell.

"Then why did you accept me?" Estaria asked, keeping his voice low.

Orin's face softened slightly. "Because Leona vouched for you. She's earned that right over the years." He paused, scratching at his chin. "But that meant everyone needed to know. To understand the risk. To be ready."

The wagon swayed as it rounded a bend. Through the canvas, the sound of casual conversation drifted in – caravan members returning to their normal routines now that danger had passed.

"Each person who knows about you made a choice to help," Orin said. "The cook who shares extra portions without comment. The porter who ensures your tent is properly placed. The storyteller who includes you naturally in evening conversations." He leaned back, his joints creaking almost as much as the wagon. "It's not just about hiding you. It's about making you belong."

Estaria absorbed this, feeling the weight of so many people's deliberate choices. The wagon hit another bump, and he braced himself better this time.

"We don't care for drama," Orin said, his tone matter-of-fact. "Drama brings attention. Attention brings trouble. And trouble?" He shook his head. "Trouble puts every person in this caravan at risk. From the youngest child to the oldest grandparent."

Through a gap in the canvas, Estaria caught glimpses of the caravan's daily life continuing around them. A woman mending clothes as she walked. Two men discussing the weather. A child running alongside a wagon, laughing at some private game.

"That's why we're careful," Orin continued. "Why we have signals and systems. Why everyone knows their part when scouts approach." He gestured toward the road behind them. "Like today. No panic. No confusion. Everyone knew exactly what to do."

The wagon's rhythm had settled into a steady pace now, the familiar creak-and-sway that marked their journey west. Orin stood, carefully balancing as the wagon moved.

"We'll stay in here a while longer," he said, "until we're sure they've truly moved on." He moved toward the front of the wagon, then paused. "Remember, Estaria. These people chose to help you. Not because of who you are or what you might be. But because Leona asked, and because helping those in need is what we do." He smiled slightly. "Just... preferably without all this excitement."

The late morning sun filtered through the canvas, warming the space. Outside, someone started singing a traveling song, others soon joining in. The simple melody spoke of open roads and starlit nights, of campfires and shared meals.

Estaria settled back against the wagon wall, listening to the harmonies blend with the sounds of turning wheels and creaking wood. He understood better now - not just how they knew him, but why they had chosen to help. These weren't people following orders or seeking advantage. They were simply good people, doing what they thought was right.

Orin ducked into the tent he shared with Leona, the familiar scent of her herb-infused soap mixing with the lingering smoke from the evening's campfire. His joints ached from the day's tension, spent crouched in that wagon with Estaria. The lantern cast dancing shadows across the canvas walls as he removed his boots, placing them carefully by the entrance.

Leona sat cross-legged on their bedroll, her graying hair loose around her shoulders, already changed into her sleeping clothes. She looked up from the ledger she was studying, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

"You told him Brannic’s version?" she asked, setting the book aside.

Orin nodded, reaching for the worn leather wrap that held his knife collection. The familiar weight of it in his hands brought comfort after the day's stress. He could feel Leona's gaze on him as he settled onto his own bedroll.

"You're starting to like him too, aren't you?" she asked, her tone gentle but knowing.

The question caught him off guard. His hands stilled. He hadn’t realized it was true until she said it out loud. A deep sigh escaped him as he unrolled the leather wrap, revealing the row of carefully maintained blades. He selected his favorite hunting knife, the one with the bone handle worn smooth from years of use.

Orin's weathered hands moved methodically over the bone handle of his knife, the familiar motions of cleaning and maintaining the blade almost mechanical. The lantern light caught the steel's edge, highlighting years of careful maintenance.

"It's not about liking the boy," Orin said, his voice rough. The words felt hollow even as he spoke them.

Leona shifted closer, her presence warming the space between them. "Of course it is." Her hand came to rest on his forearm, stilling his repetitive motions. "You see something of yourself in him. Maybe even something of Marcus."

The name hit Orin like a physical blow. His shoulders tensed, and the knife trembled slightly in his grip. He set it down carefully on the leather wrap, refusing to meet Leona's gaze.

"Marcus made his choice," Orin said, the words bitter in his mouth. "He chose the city over the caravan. Books over tradition. A different life over..." He gestured vaguely at the tent around them, at the sounds of the camp settling for the night beyond the canvas walls.

"Over you?" Leona's voice was gentle but firm. "Is that what you still think after all these years?"

The distant sound of someone playing a reed pipe floated through the evening air. A melody Orin recognized - one he'd taught Marcus when his son was just a boy. His throat tightened.

"He was supposed to learn the routes," Orin said, his voice barely above a whisper. "The signals. The safe houses. Everything I knew, everything my father taught me. The caravan was supposed to be his heritage. And instead, he chose to Fenhaven? That pit. I hate even going there."

Leona's fingers intertwined with his, warm and reassuring. She squeezed his hand. "That wasn't a rejection of you, Orin. It was Marcus finding his own path."

"A path that led him away from everything we built here." The old pain surfaced, familiar as the knife handle in his other hand. "Away from me."

"Look at me," Leona said, and waited until he did. Her eyes held the same steadiness they had when she'd first joined the caravan, when she'd first shown him that love could exist after loss. "Liking Estaria, helping him, teaching him - it's not a betrayal of Marcus. You're allowed to care about someone else's journey."

Orin shook his head, grimacing, "The boy reminds me of myself sometimes," Orin admitted. "Lost but determined. Trying to do right by people who trusted him." He picked up a cloth and began wiping down the knife's handle, more gently now. "And yes, sometimes he reminds me of Marcus. The way he questions things. The way he looks at the world like it's full of possibilities instead of just dangers."

"Then let yourself care," Leona said. "Not because he's replacing anyone, but because caring is what you do best, even when you pretend to be all gruff and practical about it."

A small laugh escaped Orin, surprising them both. "Gruff and practical got us through some hard times."

"Yes, it did." Leona released his hand and settled back on her bedroll. "But so did your heart. The way you make space for strays and wanderers. The way you teach without making it feel like teaching." She smiled. "The way you loved Marcus enough to let him go, even if you're still learning to forgive yourself for it."

Orin carefully rewrapped his knives, each one sliding into its designated pocket in the leather. The familiar ritual helped settle his thoughts. "Marcus writes sometimes, you know."

"I know," Leona said softly. "You keep his letters in that box under your side of the bedroll."

Orin nodded, tucking the wrapped knives away. "He's doing good work there. Important work." The admission felt less painful than it once had. "Different from what I imagined for him, but good."

"Just like we're doing good work here, helping Estaria find his way," Leona said. "Different from what we usually do, but good."

The night had deepened around their tent, the sounds of the camp quieting to the occasional murmur of conversation and the soft nickering of horses. Orin lay back on his bedroll, feeling the day's tension slowly release from his muscles.

Orin lay awake for nearly an hour, his thoughts shifting from Marcus to Estaria. The boy trusted them so completely now. Accepted their story without question.

When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. Measured. "I wanted to tell him the truth."

Leona's hand tightened on his. She knew which 'him' he meant. "We agreed, Orin," looking like she just bit something sour.

"I know." His throat felt tight. "But after today, watching him thank us for protecting him..." He couldn't finish.

Outside, the camp fell quiet save for the gentle rustle of leaves and the distant call of a night bird.




Chapter 26: Something's Wrong

Estaria's boots crunched on loose gravel as he walked away from the caravan's morning bustle. The air carried a crisp chill, and his breath formed small clouds that dissipated quickly in the morning light. He needed these moments alone - time to process everything that had happened since joining the caravan.

Something caught his eye ahead - an unusual darkness spread across the road and into the surrounding grass. At first, he thought it might be shadow cast by the trees, but the morning sun sat too high for that. He took a few steps closer, squinting.

The dark carpet moved slightly in the breeze. Not shadow then. Something physical. His mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. Small, dark objects. Thousands of them.

"What in the world?" Estaria muttered, closing the distance. The morning dew had soaked through whatever littered the ground, giving everything a slight sheen.

When he finally stood at the edge of the mass, his breath caught. Bees. Dead bees stretched out before him, coating the road and surrounding area like a macabre blanket. He crouched down, careful not to touch them. Their tiny bodies looked perfectly intact - wings still attached, no signs of violence or disease that he could see. They appeared as if they had simply stopped mid-flight and dropped from the sky.

The smell hit him then - sweet and somehow wrong, like honey gone bad. He stood up quickly, taking a step back. His farming experience had taught him about the importance of bees, how crucial they were to crops. This many dead... it wasn't natural.

"Noticed our little problem, did you?" Brenda's voice came from behind him, making him jump slightly. He hadn't heard her approach.

Estaria gestured at the scene before them. "What happened to them? Disease?"

"No disease we've ever seen." Brenda moved to stand beside him, her weathered face grim. "Been seeing this more and more lately. Not just here - all along our usual routes. Sometimes it's bees. Sometimes birds. Two weeks ago, we came across a field of dead rabbits." She shook her head. "No marks on them. No obvious cause. They just... die."

Estaria's stomach churned. He'd seen animals die from illness, from injury, from predators. But this felt different. Wrong. "How long has this been happening?"

"Started noticing it about six months ago." Brenda pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. "Small things at first. Easy to dismiss. But it's getting worse. More frequent. Larger numbers."

The morning breeze stirred the bee corpses, making them shift and roll like black waves. Estaria took another step back. "Should we warn the nearby farms? If the bees are dying-"

"Already have. But what can they do?" Brenda's voice carried a weight of helplessness he hadn't heard from her before. "Can't fight what you can't see or understand."

Estaria thought of the orchards back in Appledale, how they depended on bees for pollination. How many other farms would be affected? How many crops would fail? His mind spun with the implications.

"We should document this," he said, pulling out his journal. "Location, number, date. Maybe if we track it, we can find a pattern."

Brenda nodded approvingly. "Already doing that. Silas marks every occurrence on his maps. Haven't found any rhyme or reason to it yet, but..." She trailed off, watching as Estaria sketched a quick map of the area and noted the details.

The sound of wagon wheels and horse hooves approached from behind them. The caravan was moving out. Estaria closed his journal and tucked it away, taking one last look at the devastating scene before him.

"We should get back," Brenda said softly. "Nothing more we can do here."

Estaria fell into step beside Brenda as they headed back toward the caravan. The crunch of their boots on gravel provided a steady rhythm, but he couldn't shake the unsettling image of those dead bees from his mind.

"That's not natural," he said, glancing back over his shoulder. "Animals don't just drop dead like that. Not in those numbers."

Brenda adjusted her shawl against the morning chill. "Probably because Resh died."

"Resh?" The name stirred something in Estaria's memory - a half-remembered conversation, perhaps, or a story heard long ago.

"Mm." Brenda's weathered face softened with what looked like nostalgia. "Resh and Streacresh - they were best friends, you could say. Built all this." She gestured at the landscape around them.

"Built what? Terrindral?" Estaria's brow furrowed.

"The whole thing." Brenda ducked under a low-hanging branch. "The story goes that Resh came here when there was nothing but chaos. Raw power, no shape to it. That was Streacresh - pure energy, no direction. Resh gave it form, helped create the world we live in now."

The morning sun broke through the trees, casting dappled shadows on the path ahead. Estaria considered her words, trying to reconcile them with what he knew of the world. "But something happened?"

"About twenty years ago, Resh died." Brenda's voice carried a hint of sadness. "Nobody knows exactly how or why. But since then, it's just been Streacresh, trying to hold everything together alone."

"Hold what together?"

"Everything." Brenda swept her arm in a wide arc. "The land, the sea, the sky - it all needs maintaining. Resh understood how to channel Streacresh's power properly. Now?" She shook her head. "Streacresh does its best, but without Resh to guide it... well, you saw those bees."

The distant sound of wagon wheels and horses grew louder as they approached the caravan. Estaria processed this new information, matching it against the strange occurrences he'd witnessed lately - the unseasonable snow, the dead animals, the subtle wrongness that seemed to pervade certain places.

"So all these deaths, these strange happenings - they're because Streacresh is struggling to maintain balance?"

"That's what some think." Brenda paused, watching a flock of birds wheel overhead. "Others say it's more complicated. That Resh's death changed something fundamental about how Streacresh's power flows through Terrindral."

The morning sun warmed Estaria's back as he walked beside Brenda, his mind churning with questions about Streacresh and Resh. The idea that two beings could shape an entire world both fascinated and troubled him.

"Have you ever talked to Streacresh?" The question slipped out before he could stop himself.

Brenda's steady pace faltered for just a moment. Her shoulders tensed, and she adjusted her shawl, though the morning wasn't particularly cold anymore. "No," she said, her usual warm tone carrying an edge of discomfort. "No one has, not since Resh."

The path curved ahead of them, worn smooth by wagon wheels and countless feet. Estaria watched a beetle scurry across their path as he considered her answer. "But then how do you know all this? If Streacresh doesn't speak to anyone..."

Brenda's weathered hands twisted in her shawl. The sound of the caravan grew louder around the bend, metal clanking against metal, voices calling out morning greetings. "We're almost back to camp," she said, her voice brightening with forced cheerfulness. "You should run ahead and get some breakfast before it's all gone. Keely made those potato cakes you like."

Estaria stopped walking. After a moment, Brenda stopped too, though she didn't turn to face him immediately. When she did, her expression was carefully neutral, but her eyes held something - worry? Fear?

They stood there, the morning breeze rustling the leaves above them, neither speaking. The silence stretched between them like a physical thing, heavy with unspoken words and carefully guarded secrets.

A shout from the camp broke the moment. Estaria nodded once, then turned and walked toward the breakfast fires, leaving Brenda standing on the path. He could feel her eyes on his back as he walked away, but he didn't turn around.

The smell of wood smoke and fried potatoes grew stronger as he approached the camp. Everyone moved with purpose - packing tents, loading wagons, tending to horses. Normal morning activities that suddenly felt like a carefully choreographed dance, hiding something just beneath the surface.

As he walked into camp, Estaria's mind churned with questions. He thought about the sigil in his father's ledger, about Leona's secretive behavior, about all the subtle signs he'd been seeing but not truly understanding. Somehow, he felt certain that everything connected back to this story of Resh and Streacresh - he just couldn't see how yet.

Orin waved them over to the breakfast fire, where steam rose from a pot of porridge. The familiar scents and sounds of the camp wrapped around Estaria like a comfortable blanket, but underneath it all, he couldn't shake the image of those dead bees - silent witnesses to a world slowly falling out of balance.




Chapter 27: Klindon's assumption

Klindon's quill scratched across the parchment, each deliberate stroke reflecting the precision she'd cultivated over decades. The study's warm oak paneling absorbed the late afternoon light, casting long shadows across her mahogany desk. Lord Maevin Haldrin stood before her, his once-commanding presence now diminished by age, though his steel-gray eyes remained sharp beneath his weathered brow.

She completed the final flourish of her signature, carefully setting the quill in its holder. The ink glistened, still wet on the page. The familiar scent of beeswax from the candles mingled with the metallic tang of ink.

"Lord Haldrin," Klindon said, her voice carrying the same measured tone she'd used to address him since her coronation. "Your dedication to the Crown has been nothing short of exemplary." She stood, smoothing her deep blue dress with practiced grace. "Fifty-three years of loyal service. Three monarchs guided by your counsel. The realm owes you a debt that can never truly be repaid."

Haldrin's lined face remained impassive, but his fingers tightened almost imperceptibly on his silver-headed cane. The polished wood creaked under his grip.

"Your Majesty is too kind," he responded, his voice carrying the cultivated accent of the old nobility. "It has been my life's privilege to serve."

Klindon circled her desk, each step measured and deliberate. "Indeed. And it is because of that service that I feel you deserve to choose how you wish to withdraw from public life." She paused beside him, close enough to smell the lavender water he'd favored for as long as she'd known him. "Your years of dedication have earned you that courtesy."

The old man's shoulders stiffened. In the silence that followed, the crack and pop of the hearth fire seemed unnaturally loud. A servant passed in the hallway outside, their footsteps echoing on the marble floor.

"I see," Haldrin said finally. His voice remained steady, though color had drained from his face. "And what options does Your Majesty propose?"

Klindon moved to the window, gazing out at the carefully manicured gardens below. "You could retire to your estate in the countryside. Many would find it natural for a man of your years to seek quiet contemplation in his autumn years." She turned back to face him. "Or perhaps you'd prefer to undertake a diplomatic mission to the Eastern Kingdoms? The journey would be long, of course, and the climate there can be... challenging."

Haldrin's cane tapped once against the floor. "You speak of retirement as though it were a gift, Your Majesty." His words carried no hint of accusation, merely stated fact.

"Because it is, Lord Haldrin." Klindon returned to her desk, running her fingers along its smooth surface. "Times change. The realm requires... different guidance now." She met his gaze directly. "You've served well, but your methods belong to an era that's passing."

The old kingmaker studied her for a long moment. Outside, a bird called, its song drifting through the window on the afternoon breeze. Finally, he nodded, a slight movement that barely disturbed his silver hair.

"I believe I shall retire to my estate," he said. "The Eastern climate would not agree with my joints, I fear."

"A wise choice." Klindon picked up a sealed document from her desk. "I've taken the liberty of preparing the necessary papers. Your pension is quite generous."

Maevin opened his mouth to reply, his well-practiced courtly response ready on his tongue, when the heavy oak door swung open. The hinges, normally well-oiled and silent, squeaked slightly from the force. A runner stepped through, closing the door firmly behind him. Dirt and sweat stained his uniform, and his chest still heaved from exertion. The runner assumed a formal stance by the door, arms crossed behind his back, but his eyes remained fixed on Klindon.

Klindon's lips parted, ready to rebuke the breach—until her eyes found the runner’s face. The words died. She stood straighter. Her voice turned to glass.

"Lord Haldrin," Klindon said, her tone clipped and dismissive. She didn't even look at him as she spoke, her attention already focused on the runner. "Have the paperwork back to me by tomorrow at sundown."

The runner's boots had left small clumps of mud on her pristine floor. The smell of horse and road dust cut through the study's carefully maintained atmosphere of power and control. Maevin's fingers clenched around his cane's silver head, feeling every ridge and pattern he'd worn smooth over the years.

"Dismissed," Klindon added, already turning away from him, her hand extending toward the folded parchment the runner now produced from his jacket.

Maevin stood rooted to the spot, his mouth working silently. The word 'dismissed' rang in his ears like an off-key bell. In fifty-three years of service, through three monarchs and countless crises, no one had ever simply dismissed him. He had always been the one to choose when audiences ended, to guide conversations to their natural conclusion.

The afternoon sun streaming through the window caught the silver threads in Klindon's hair, creating a halo effect that seemed to mock the power she now wielded so carelessly. The fire crackled in the hearth, its warmth no longer comforting but stifling.

Maevin drew himself up to his full height, ignoring the protest in his aging joints. He executed a bow that decades of court experience had taught him was precisely calibrated - deep enough to maintain the pretense of respect, shallow enough to convey his contempt. The movement caused his knee to crack audibly in the quiet room.

Neither Klindon nor the runner acknowledged him as he made his way to the door. His cane struck the floor with more force than necessary, each tap a small act of defiance. As he reached for the door handle, he caught a glimpse of Klindon already unfolding the runner's message, her face intent on whatever news had warranted such a breach of protocol.

Klindon's fingers trembled slightly as she unfolded the parchment, the paper's rough texture catching on her manicured nails. The study's warmth pressed against her skin as she read, each word burning into her mind.

She lifted her gaze to the runner, who stood at rigid attention, still breathing heavily from his ride. Sweat darkened the collar of his uniform, and dust coated his boots.

"Tell me again," she commanded, her voice tight with controlled tension.

"Your Majesty, we found the caravan just past the last southern turnoff, heading west." The runner's words matched the report perfectly. "They were moving at standard pace, nothing unusual about their formation or guard placement."

Klindon crossed to the large map adorning her study wall, her silk slippers silent on the polished floor. Various pins already marked the caravan's progress - a silver one at Tidalrest where Estaria had first joined them, another at the grove where they'd dared to camp, one more near Convergence, and now... She pressed a new pin into the thick parchment just past the southern turnoff, the metal catching the afternoon light as it slid into place.

The line of pins drew her eye, telling a story of movement and purpose. Her gaze traced possible routes, measuring distances and considering destinations. Trade routes branched like veins across the map's surface, each one a potential path. The afternoon sun streaming through the window cast shadows across the terrain markers, creating an ever-shifting landscape of light and dark.

Without turning from the map, she asked, "Did you engage them?"

"Yes, Your Majesty." The runner's voice carried across the room. "They claimed to be transporting standard goods from Tidalrest. The manifests showed grain, textiles, and preserved foods. The caravan master said it was just a routine western route."

Klindon's finger traced the line of pins, feeling each metal head beneath her touch. The map's texture was familiar after years of study, its surfaces worn smooth in places from countless strategic sessions. Her shadow fell across the western territories as she leaned closer, searching for patterns she might have missed.

"Routine," she repeated, the word tasting bitter on her tongue. The study's usual comforting scents of leather and wood polish now seemed cloying, almost suffocating. "And you saw nothing unusual? Nothing out of place?"

"No, Your Majesty. They appeared to be exactly what they claimed - a standard trade caravan."

Klindon exhaled through her nose, barely audible. “Where are you going?” she murmured. The pins glinted in the afternoon light, their metal heads casting tiny shadows across the map's surface. Her fingertips brushed over the first marker at Tidalrest, the texture of the parchment rough beneath her touch.

The runner's words echoed in her mind: "Estaria was seen leaving a bakery with a woman..." The memory sparked something, and suddenly connections blazed through her thoughts like lightning. Leona. That interfering baker. The Cresher symbol from Burl's ledger. The caravan. Each piece clicked into place, forming a pattern she should have seen earlier.

Her eyes darted to the western edge of the plains where Groveller's Pass cut through the mountains. The map's colors shifted as a cloud passed over the sun, but the pass remained clear - the only viable route into the Streacresh forest. The realization brought a smile to her face, slow and satisfied, like a cat finding cream.

With deliberate precision, she selected another pin from the ornate holder on her desk. The metal felt cool between her fingers as she pressed it into the pass's location, marking her son's likely destination. The pin slid home with a soft but satisfying pressure.

As she turned toward her desk, movement caught her eye. The runner still stood at attention, sweat now dried on his uniform, leaving dark patches across his shoulders. She'd forgotten he was there.

"You may go," she said, waving her hand dismissively. Her mind was already racing ahead.

The runner bowed and left, his boots squeaking slightly on the polished floor. Before Klindon could settle into her chair, servants appeared as if conjured, cloths in hand, to clean the mud tracked across her study floor. The soft sounds of their work filled the room - cloth against wood, the quiet splash of water in a bucket.

The familiar scents of beeswax and lemon oil rose from their cleaning, mingling with the musty smell of the old maps. Klindon watched them work for a moment, their efficiency as practiced as any military drill. A shaft of late afternoon sunlight caught the dust they'd stirred up, making it dance like golden snow in the air.

Klindon stared at the document, the words blurring together. The study's warmth, once comforting, had grown stifling as afternoon sank toward evening. Her quill sat untouched, ink dried at its tip. She’d read the same trade agreement three times—and remembered none of it.

With an irritated sigh, she stood, her chair scraping against the floor. The sound echoed in the empty study, joining the persistent tick of the grandfather clock. She smoothed her skirts, a habitual gesture that did nothing to settle her racing thoughts. She turned toward the private quarters, as she left her office; her secretary starting to turn right, toward the public areas, before realizing the queen went the other way.

The hallway stretched before her, lit by wall sconces that cast dancing shadows on the rich tapestries. Her footsteps, usually measured and deliberate, quickened as she approached Dannen's private quarters. The brass doorknob felt cool under her palm as she turned it without knocking.

Dannen looked up from his desk, genuine surprise flickering across his normally composed features. A half-written letter lay before him, ink still wet. The small room smelled of leather and pipe tobacco, though no pipe was in sight.

"Your Majesty?" He started to rise, but Klindon closed the door behind her and remained standing, fixing him with an intense stare. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the soft crackle of the small fireplace in the corner.

Dannen cleared his throat. "Please, take my chair." He gestured to the worn leather seat behind his desk, finally breaking the uncomfortable tableau.

Klindon sat, the leather creaking beneath her. She leaned forward, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "What we discuss here stays in this room." Her fingers traced the edge of his desk, feeling the worn spots where years of work had smoothed the wood.

"Of course, Your Majesty." Dannen remained standing, his posture stiff with uncertainty.

"Years ago," Klindon began, her eyes unfocused as if looking into the past, "I visited a grove." She paused, her fingers still moving restlessly along the desk's edge. "Later, I had a conversation with... certain colleagues. They told me something about that grove, something important." Frustration crept into her voice. "But I can't remember what." Her jaw clenched. She forgot nothing. Not names. Not dates. Not details.

The fire popped, sending a spark against the hearth. Dannen shifted his weight, waiting for her to continue.

"Go to the storage shed," she commanded, her voice regaining its usual authority. "Bring me all communications addressed to me - not Burl - from three years ago." She settled back in the chair, her spine straight. "I'll wait here."

Dannen hesitated for a moment, clearly unused to seeing the Queen in his private space. "Yes, Your Majesty." He bowed slightly and moved toward the door.

"And Dannen?" Klindon's voice stopped him with his hand on the doorknob. "Bring everything. Even the messages that seemed insignificant at the time."

She sat perfectly still, save for the slow tapping of one finger against the desk, waiting for memory to return—or for the letter to do it for her.

Klindon's fingers drummed against the desk while she waited, the steady rhythm matching the ticking of the clock on Dannen's wall. The fire had burned low, casting deep shadows across the small office. She fought the urge to pace, maintaining her position in Dannen's chair despite her mounting impatience.

When Dannen finally returned, his arms strained under the weight of two wooden boxes. The top one wobbled precariously as he navigated through the doorway. Dust motes danced in the dim light as he set them down on the desk with a solid thud.

"Here, Your Majesty. All correspondence addressed to you from that period." Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his breathing came faster than normal.

"Help me look through these," Klindon said, already pulling open the first box. "Anything that mentions a grove."

Dannen's mouth opened, then closed. His eyes darted to the door, then back to Klindon. She could see the objection forming - the late hour, the impropriety of reading her private correspondence, the mountain of work surely waiting for tomorrow.

She fixed him with a steady glare, one eyebrow raised slightly. The protest died in his throat.

"Of course, Your Majesty." He pulled up a second chair and reached for a stack of letters.

The hours crawled by. Klindon's eyes burned as she scanned letter after letter, each one bringing a fresh wave of frustration. The clock struck ten, then eleven. The fire died completely, leaving them to work by lamplight. Their breathing and the rustle of paper filled the small room.

Dannen broke the silence occasionally with quiet questions - "This one mentions trees, Your Majesty?" or "There's a reference to a gathering here..." - but Klindon's sharp headshakes sent him back to searching.

Near midnight, Dannen's voice cut through the quiet again, but different this time. More certain. "Your Majesty? I believe this might be what you're looking for."

Klindon's head snapped up. He held out a letter, the parchment yellowed with age. She snatched it from his hand, her eyes scanning the contents. Yes. This was it. The memory clicked into place, sharp and clear as crystal.

She stood, tucking the letter into her pocket. The movement sent several other papers sliding to the floor, but she ignored them. "See that these find their way back to the shed." Her voice carried the weight of command. "And don't let me find that any 'go missing.'"

Without waiting for his response, she strode from the room, her skirts rustling against the doorframe. The hallways lay silent and empty, her footsteps echoing off the stone walls. She made straight for her office, only to find it dark and locked, the cleaning staff having finished their evening duties.

Klindon's fingers trembled slightly as she fitted the key into the lock. The office door swung open with a familiar creak, and the musty darkness enveloped her. She moved with practiced ease to her desk, finding the lantern by touch. The strike of the match cut through the silence, and warm light bloomed across the polished wood.

She smoothed the letter on her desk, its creases stubborn from years of storage. The ink had faded slightly, but remained legible in the lantern's glow. Her eyes traced each word, the formal script carrying her back to that day in the grove.

Lady Valens,

You asked about the grove and the feeling you sensed there.

Such places are rare, but not unknown. Some believe they retain impressions—echoes of things long past. The grove in question has long been considered one of these. Quietly, of course.

It marks the farthest east the Streacresh Forest ever reached, before the land changed and the mountains rose. A curious bit of history, if nothing else.

I hope this satisfies your inquiry.

The sensation returned - that peculiar awareness she'd felt there, like standing in a room where someone had just left, their presence still lingering in the air. She'd dismissed it then as fancy, buried it under layers of practicality and ambition. But now...




Chapter 28: Trouble in the Caravan

The fire crackled softly, sending sparks dancing upward into the night sky. Leona pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, more from discomfort than cold. Orin sat beside her on the fallen log, his weathered hands busy with a piece of wood and his whittling knife. The rhythmic scraping sound provided a counterpoint to the fire's pops and hisses.

Around them, the camp lay silent except for the occasional snore or rustling of canvas. The moon hung low on the horizon, casting long shadows through the trees.

"I've been thinking," Leona said, her voice barely above a whisper. The words felt heavy in her mouth, weighted with responsibility. "About Estaria."

Orin's knife paused mid-stroke. He didn't look up, but she knew he was listening.

"When I first met him in my bakery, he reminded me so much of..." She trailed off, picking at a loose thread on her shawl. "Well, it doesn't matter now. But I wonder if I let that cloud my judgment."

The knife resumed its steady motion, shaving thin curls of wood that fell to the dirt between Orin's boots. He remained silent, giving her space to continue.

A log shifted in the fire, sending up a fresh spray of sparks. Leona watched them fade into the darkness before continuing. "He's carrying so much pain, Orin. The loss of Angel, his unborn child, everything that happened in Appledale..." She shook her head. "I thought I was helping him by bringing him with us, but now I'm not so sure."

Leona felt Orin's hands still, the whittling knife and half-carved piece of wood settling onto the log beside him. His arm wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her close against his side. The familiar scent of wood shavings and leather that always clung to him brought a measure of comfort.

The fire's warmth touched her face as she leaned into him, grateful for his solid presence. His chest rose and fell in a deep sigh that she felt more than heard.

"You're not the only one wrestling with this," Orin said, his gruff voice softened by the night air. "Been watching that boy work on the wagons, listening to him talk with Keely and Brenda." He paused, and Leona felt him shift slightly. "Reminds me of Marcus, sometimes. That same eagerness to learn, to prove himself useful."

Leona's heart ached at the mention of Orin's son. She reached up and squeezed his hand where it rested on her shoulder.

"I didn't expect to..." Orin cleared his throat. "Well, didn't expect to care what happened to him. Thought I was past letting myself get attached to anyone new in the caravan. Especially not someone we're supposed to..." He trailed off, leaving the unsaid words hanging in the darkness.

A night bird called somewhere in the distance, its cry echoing through the trees. Leona watched the flames dance, their orange light painting shifting shadows across the ground.

"I know," she whispered. "Every time I see him helping in camp, or hear him laughing with the others, I feel this weight in my chest. Like I'm betraying him somehow."

Orin's fingers absently traced patterns on her shoulder. "Leading him to Streacresh..." He shook his head. "Doesn't sit right anymore. Not after seeing who he really is. Not after watching him become part of our family here."

The word 'family' caught in Leona's throat. That's what had happened, whether they'd meant it to or not. The caravan had embraced Estaria, drawn him into their circle of trust and companionship. She'd watched it happen day by day, meal by meal, shared story by shared story.

"What do we do?" she asked, voicing the question that had been haunting her for days.

Orin's arm tightened around her. "Don't know," he admitted. "First time I've questioned our path. Always thought we were doing what needed to be done, serving a greater purpose." He picked up a stick with his free hand and poked at the fire, sending up a shower of sparks. "Now I'm not so sure."

Leona watched the embers spiral upward, each one a tiny star that winked out in the darkness. The crackling of the fire filled the silence between them, a comfortable sound that couldn't quite mask the discomfort of their situation.

A sharp rustle from the bushes behind them made Orin stiffen. Leona felt his arm slide from her shoulders as he rose to his feet, turning to face the sound. Silas emerged from the treeline, his face twisted with anger in the firelight.

"I heard you both," Silas spat, his usually controlled demeanor cracking. "Sitting here, plotting to betray everything we stand for."

The fire popped, sending another shower of sparks into the night air. Leona's fingers clutched her shawl tighter, her knuckles white with tension.

"You know this one's different, Silas." Orin's voice carried a weight Leona had rarely heard. "You've seen it yourself."

Silas stepped closer, his boots crushing the dried leaves beneath them. The firelight caught the edge of the knife at his belt. "Different?" His laugh held no humor. "It doesn't matter if he's different. It doesn't matter if he helps with the wagons or tells good stories. We have a job to do."

"A job?" Orin's calm facade cracked. "Is that all this is to you? Just another task to complete?"

"It's what we are," Silas hissed. "It's what we've always been. The Creshers have a purpose, a sacred duty to Streacresh. Or have you forgotten that while playing family with this boy?"

The muscles in Orin's jaw clenched. Leona saw his hands ball into fists at his sides. The fire cast deep shadows across his face, making him look older, harder.

"Sacred duty?" Orin's voice rose, echoing through the quiet camp. "You talk about duty while taking someone who's trusted us, worked beside us, to Streacresh?"

"Trust?" Silas sneered. "We're Creshers. We don't earn trust, we use it. That's how we've survived, how we've served our purpose for generations."

Something snapped in Orin. The calm, steady man Leona knew vanished in an instant. He lunged forward, grabbing Silas by the front of his shirt and shoving him backward. "You're wrong," he growled. "Times change. We change. And I will protect him."

Silas stumbled but caught his balance, his hand instinctively moving to his knife. His eyes, reflecting the firelight, held a dangerous gleam. "If you won't see it done," he said, his voice cold and sharp as steel, "then I will."

He turned on his heel and stalked back into the darkness, leaving only the sound of crackling wood and Orin's heavy breathing. The shadows swallowed him whole, but his words lingered in the air like smoke.

Leona stood, her legs shaky. She reached for Orin's arm, feeling the tension still coursing through him. His chest heaved with each breath, his anger slowly giving way to something deeper, more uncertain.

The fire continued to burn, indifferent to the confrontation it had witnessed. Around them, the camp remained quiet, though Leona wondered how many had heard the argument. How many others might be wrestling with the same doubts that plagued her and Orin?

She watched the spot where Silas had disappeared into the darkness, the treeline now still and silent. Orin's breathing gradually steadied beside her, but she could still feel the rigidity in his muscles under her hand.

Estaria's knife slid smoothly through another potato, the peel falling in a lazy curl onto the pile at his feet. The rhythm grounded him: peel, rotate, slice. The air in the cooking tent was thick with the scent of rosemary and simmering onions, and Keely’s laughter—until a moment ago—had been bouncing off the canvas like sunlight through leaves.

“And then,” she said, nudging a stubborn root with her knife, “the merchant actually tried to convince me his turnips were medicinal. Said they could cure melancholy, foot rot, and—what was it—oh, right, unfaithfulness.”

Estaria chuckled, the sound easy and familiar. “Did you buy any?”

“Tempting. Would’ve liked to test the foot rot theory on Silas.”

They grinned at each other, the moment light and ordinary—until a shout snapped through the evening air.

Both of them froze. From outside, firelight shifted erratically, casting dancing shadows across the flap of the tent. Orin and Silas stood near the main firepit—faces strained, posture sharp. Estaria couldn’t hear the words, but the tension in their bodies told the story. Orin’s arm lashed out, shoving Silas hard enough to make the younger man stumble.

Keely leaned forward, her expression tightening. “What in Streacresh’s name…”

Silas spun on his heel and stormed off into the dark.

The silence that followed felt heavier than the moment before a storm.

Estaria cleared his throat. “Maybe they’re fighting over who likes me more,” he said, forcing a crooked smile.

Keely didn’t laugh at first—just looked at him, brows knit. Then she gave a half-snort and bumped his arm with her shoulder. “You wish.” Her smile came, but it was thinner than usual. “Though you have grown on everyone. Like mold. Or moss.”

“I’ll take moss.”

It hadn’t been long since Angel. Not really. Some days he still woke expecting to hear her voice. Some nights he still reached for her in the dark before remembering she wasn’t there. He’d buried so much—her, the child they never got to meet, the version of himself who believed love could outrun death.

But Keely was here. And for the first time since that night in the orchard, Estaria didn’t feel hollow. Just... bruised. Healing.

“Suppose I like being moss,” he said. “So... what about you?” His voice was low, almost testing the weight of the words. “You want to throw your hat in the ring?”

She didn’t look up.

For a long moment, she didn’t move at all.

Then, slowly, she set the potato down. She turned toward him, and when their eyes met, something inside him shifted. Her face wasn’t sad, exactly—but there was a stillness there. A held breath. Like she was balancing on the edge of something sharp.

“Estaria…” she began. Her voice was quiet. Careful.

He waited.

Her eyes searched his, as if trying to decide how much he could bear. Then she glanced down, as though the right words might be hiding in the mess of peels between them.

“I like you,” she said finally. “I think you know that.”

He nodded.

“If we were just two people, passing through the same town, on the same road...” She smiled faintly. “Maybe I’d let you buy me a drink. Maybe you’d bring me apples and I'd pretend not to know they were from you.”

“I’d bring you the good ones,” he said, trying to smile.

Her smile held, but barely.

“But that’s not what this is,” she said, her voice thinning like thread pulled too tight. “You’re going… somewhere I can’t follow. And I have people to look after. A life I have to go back to.”

Something shifted behind her eyes—something he couldn’t name. And for the first time, Estaria felt the sharp edge of distance between them.

“Keely…” he started, unsure even what he meant to ask.

She reached out suddenly, fingers brushing the back of his hand. Then, as if on impulse, she leaned in and kissed him.

It wasn’t dramatic. No swelling music. Just the warmth of her lips and the trembling breath between them. She lingered just long enough to mean it. Just short enough to regret it. Then pulled away.

Her voice barely carried above the stew’s simmer. “If things were different... my hat would be yours.”

She stood, gathered the peeled potatoes into her apron, and turned back toward the cook pot.

Estaria sat still. The next potato rested in his palm, untouched. His hands hadn’t moved. His heart had.

He watched her for a moment—watched how she didn’t look back.

The tent canvas rustled softly as Estaria ducked inside. His fingers still tingled where Keely had touched them, and the ghost of her kiss lingered on his lips. The familiar scent of oiled leather and woodsmoke filled the small space as he sank onto his cot, the worn canvas creaking beneath his weight.

His chest felt tight, a mess of emotions he couldn't quite untangle. Part of him wanted to smile, to hold onto that moment of warmth in the cooking tent. Another part felt like he was betraying Angel's memory by even considering such feelings.

The metal was cool against his fingers as he reached down and drew Angel's dagger from its sheath. Moonlight filtering through the canvas caught the blade's edge, and the familiar wave of grief crashed over him. His throat constricted as memories flooded back—Angel's laugh, the way she'd roll her eyes at his jokes, how she'd clean this very blade while telling him about her day.

The pain came, sharp and raw as ever, but something was different this time. He didn't fight it. Instead, he let the memories wash through him, each one bringing its own particular ache. Angel teaching Clara to braid hair. Angel rubbing her growing belly, dreaming aloud about their child.

His fingers tightened around the dagger's hilt until his knuckles turned white. Still, he didn't break. The grief didn't tear him apart as it had so many times before. It hurt—gods, how it hurt—but he remained whole.

Time slipped by, marked only by his breathing and the occasional night sounds from outside. The moon crept across the tent's canvas, casting shifting shadows that danced across the blade in his hands.

When his grip finally loosened on the dagger, his palm ached from holding it so tightly. He let himself fall back onto the cot, his body heavy with emotional exhaustion. The rough blanket scratched against his neck, grounding him in the present moment.

Keely's face drifted back into his thoughts. This time, the memory didn't feel like a betrayal. It was just... there. Like a leaf floating on a stream, neither good nor bad, just existing alongside everything else.

He could almost hear Angel's voice, clear as spring water: "Life is an adventure, my love. Never shy away from adventure."

A tired smile tugged at his lips. She would have said that, wouldn't she? Would have pushed him forward, refused to let him wallow. That was her way—always moving, always growing, always embracing whatever life brought next.

No, he wasn't ready. The wound was still too fresh, the loss too near. But for the first time since that terrible night in Appledale, he could imagine a future where he might be. Not today, not tomorrow, but someday.

The thought settled over him like a familiar blanket, neither pushing nor pulling, just resting there with its own quiet truth. His eyes grew heavy as the emotional tide receded, leaving behind an exhausted sort of peace.




Chapter 29: Orin's Lie

The morning mist still clung to the low shrubs when Estaria found Orin near the front of the caravan, checking the lead wagon’s harnesses. The older man didn’t look up, but Estaria could see the tightness in his jaw, the stiffness in his movements. Something had changed.

“Orin,” Estaria said.

No response. Orin adjusted a buckle, tugged on a strap, moved to the next.

Estaria stepped closer. “I saw you and Silas last night.”

That stopped him. Orin’s fingers paused on the leather strap, then slowly released it. He straightened, but didn’t turn.

“I don’t know what it was about,” Estaria continued, “but it wasn’t nothing.”

Orin turned halfway, his expression unreadable. The morning sun caught the edge of his beard, highlighting the lines worn deep into his face. “Arguments happen, boy. Close quarters. Long roads. People get tired.”

“Sure,” Estaria said. “But that wasn’t tired. That was something else.”

A long silence followed. Orin stared past him, out toward the mountains rising in the west—sharp, dark silhouettes against the brightening sky.

“You’re not one to get loud,” Estaria said. “But you shoved him. You don’t shove people for ‘close quarters and long roads.’”

Orin’s gaze flicked back to him. “Sometimes people need reminding of their place.”

“Is that what it was?” Estaria asked. “Reminding?”

Orin didn’t answer.

The sound of camp waking up pressed in—clinking pots, distant voices, the low grumble of Brannic giving morning orders—but none of it touched the silence between them.

“We’re getting close, aren’t we?” Estaria asked quietly.

Orin’s jaw clenched.

“Everyone’s been different the last couple days,” Estaria said. “Quiet. Nervous. Like we’re heading somewhere no one really wants to go.”

Still, Orin said nothing.

Estaria took a breath. “I just need to know... am I walking into something I don’t understand?”

That finally got a reaction. Orin looked at him, really looked—eyes heavy with something Estaria couldn’t quite name. Regret? Guilt?

“Maybe,” Orin said, voice low. “But I’ll be there.”

Estaria frowned. “That’s not—”

“I’ll be there,” Orin repeated, a little firmer. “And that’s what matters.”

Estaria studied his face for a long moment, then gave a small nod—less in agreement than in acknowledgment. He turned to leave, but Orin’s voice stopped him.

“You’ve handled yourself well, lad. Better than most would’ve. Just remember that.”

Estaria looked back. “That sounds like a goodbye.”

Orin didn’t smile. Didn’t deny it either.

Estaria walked away with a weight in his chest he hadn’t had when he approached. The kind of weight that came from answers that weren’t really answers at all.

The cart wheels groaned against the narrowing trail, each creak echoing through the steepening walls of stone. Wind scraped against the canvas like fingernails, dragging dust and pine needles across the road as if the land itself were bracing for something.

Klindon didn’t notice.

She sat stiff-backed in the covered wagon, her fingers white-knuckled on a folded map. The parchment had gone soft with wear, edges curled from handling. She hadn’t looked up in nearly an hour—not since the last switchback revealed the distant black slash in the mountains that could only be Groveller’s Pass.

Her lips moved soundlessly as she traced lines on the map. Not spells. Not prayers. Just thoughts turned compulsions.

The pass. The forest. The grove. The mark. My mark. And it held.

Held.

Against the divine.

She could still feel that moment—the subtle hush after her sigil had been carved into the festival grove. The way the air felt thinner, smaller. Like the grove had blinked. Flinched. Not recoiled, no, but... recognized her. A human mark holding its own against old gods.

What if Streacresh wasn't a god at all?

What if it was just power, waiting for the right hands?

The wagon jostled violently as it hit a stone. She barely swayed.

She'd spent decades weaving futures from trade routes and treaties, building empires from orchards and wine. But this—this was something older. She could feel it crawling under her skin, setting every nerve alight. Not fear. Anticipation.

They were getting close.

She didn’t need the map anymore. She knew exactly where they were.

Outside, the air grew thinner, colder. The scent of pine turned sharp, metallic. Somewhere, a bird shrieked and went silent mid-call.

Klindon’s fingers uncurled slowly. Her wrists ached from holding tension too long. She smoothed the edge of her cloak, then reached into the satchel beside her, retrieving the folded letter from Brenda.

She’d read it a dozen times since finding it.

"It marks the farthest east the Streacresh Forest ever reached, before the land changed and the mountains rose."

She mouthed the words again. Like scripture. Like proof.

The forest had retreated. Not been banished. Not conquered. Just... pushed. A force of nature yielding to stone and time.

But now it stirred again. She felt it. She was meant to feel it.

Outside, hooves clopped beside the wagon, and the flap pulled back.

"Majesty," said Arven, one of her traveling aides, his breath fogging in the growing chill. "We’ve passed the fork. The scouts say we’ll reach the pass by first light."

Klindon nodded, but said nothing.

Arven hesitated. "Majesty... may I ask—when we find him, what do you intend to do with Estaria?"

The question sat there like spilled wine on white silk.

Klindon blinked. Her lips parted slightly. Then she looked up, brow faintly furrowed, like waking from a dream.

"...My son?" she asked.

Her voice was soft. Not startled. Not guilty. Just... genuinely confused.

Arven’s expression flickered. “Yes, Majesty. He’s—he’s why we came, isn’t he?”

Klindon didn’t answer.

She looked past him, toward the distant black line in the cliffs. Groveller’s Pass loomed, silent and immense.

Estaria.

The name meant something. She was sure of that. But what?

She drew the flap closed without another word and turned back to the map.

The pass. The forest. The grove. The mark. My mark.

And soon, her name.

A name worthy of a throne no mortal had yet claimed.




Chapter 30: Groveller's Pass

A distant owl's hoot pierced Estaria's sleep. His mind drifted in that hazy space between dreams and waking, registering the usual nighttime sounds - crickets chirping their steady rhythm, the soft rustle of canvas in the breeze, the occasional shuffle of the night watch's boots against packed earth.

Something else stirred beneath those familiar sounds. A whisper of movement too deliberate to be wind. Too careful to be casual.

A twig snapped just outside his tent.

Estaria's eyes flew open to find Silas's face hovering above him, the scout's hand already reaching to shake him awake. The dim light from outside cast deep shadows across Silas's features, making his expression impossible to read.

"Get dressed," Silas whispered, his voice barely audible above the ambient noise of the camp.

The command sent ice through Estaria's veins. He pushed himself up on his elbows, letting the blanket fall away. The night air bit at his skin, unusually cold for this time of year. His clothes lay in a neat pile where he'd left them, but something about Silas's rigid posture made him hesitate.

"What's going on?" Estaria asked, keeping his voice low to match Silas's whisper. The familiar weight of unease settled in his stomach, the same feeling he'd had leaving Appledale that last time.

The silence from Silas spoke volumes. Estaria grabbed his shirt, the rough fabric catching on his calloused fingers as he pulled it over his head. The scout's footsteps retreated, leaving only the whisper of canvas as the tent flap fell back into place.

His hands shook slightly as he fumbled with his boot laces. The leather was still warm from being near his bedroll all night. Something about Silas's urgency made every second feel precious, yet his fingers refused to work faster.

Finally dressed, Estaria pushed through the tent flap into the night air. The assault on his senses was immediate and overwhelming. Pine resin hung thick in the air, mixed with the earthy scent of deep forest loam. The smell hit him like a physical thing, making him realize how gradually it must have built up during their approach to the pass. He'd been too preoccupied with watching Orin and Silas's tensions to notice the changing landscape.

The evergreens in the pass, that yesterday felt big, tonight revealed themselves to be enormous. As they approached them, the scale of their enormity took his breath away, even in the darkness.

The familiar sounds of the camp seemed muffled here, as if the forest itself absorbed them. A cool breeze carried more of that pine scent, along with something older, something that reminded him of the depths of his father's wine cellar - all stone and age and secrets.

Before he could take another breath, strong fingers clamped around his upper arm. Silas materialized from the shadows beside him, his grip uncomfortably tight. Without a word, the scout began pulling him away from the safety of the camp, toward the darkness in the pass.

Estaria tried to plant his feet, to resist, but Silas's momentum was unstoppable. The scout moved with the surety of someone who knew exactly where they were going, even in the near-total darkness.

The smells grew stronger with each step - pine, yes, but also moss and mushrooms and something else, something he couldn't quite name. Under different circumstances, he might have found it pleasant, might have wanted to explore these ancient woods at his own pace. But Silas's iron grip on his arm made every step feel like a step toward danger rather than discovery.

"Silas," Estaria whispered, trying to keep his voice steady despite his racing heart. "Where are we-"

The scout's grip tightened painfully, cutting off the question. The message was clear: silence.

Estaria relaxed his resistance, matching Silas's urgent pace through the darkness. Fighting would only drain energy he might need later. The scout's grip remained firm but loosened slightly as Estaria fell into step beside him.

The broad clearing of Groveller's Pass opened before them, a stretch of relatively flat ground carved between towering mountains. Moonlight filtered through scattered clouds, casting strange shadows across the landscape. Behind them, the caravan's campsite huddled beneath ancient oaks, their leaves rustling in the night breeze. Ahead, massive pine trees lined the pass like silent sentinels, their tops lost in darkness.

"Silas," Estaria whispered, his breath coming in controlled bursts as they jogged. "What's happening?"

The scout's face remained fixed forward, giving no indication he'd heard the question. His jaw clenched tight, tendons standing out in his neck.

"Is everyone alright?" Estaria tried again, keeping his voice low. "Did the Queen's scouts find us?"

Silas's continued silence felt deliberate rather than distracted. Whatever drove this midnight journey, he clearly had no intention of explaining it. His hand steered Estaria around obstacles Estaria could barely see in the darkness - bushes that leaned away from the pass, their roots breaking above the earth trying to trip him up, and boulders the size of houses that warned of surprise rock slides.

The air grew cooler as they moved deeper into the pass. Estaria's shirt clung to his back with sweat despite the chill. His legs burned from maintaining the quick pace over uneven ground.

Estaria's muscles screamed in protest as Silas pulled him around a particularly massive boulder. His boots scraped against loose gravel, sending small cascades of pebbles skittering into the darkness below. The sound seemed impossibly loud in the stillness of the pass.

The moonlight shifted, breaking through a gap in the clouds, and Estaria's breath caught in his throat. There, barely visible at the edge of the ancient pines, stood an altar. The weathered stone rose from the earth like a forgotten tooth, its surface etched with symbols that caught the pale light. Some areas of the rock appeared polished smooth, while others remained rough and natural, as if the altar had grown from the ground rather than being carved.

Estaria squinted through the darkness at the altar. A figure stood there, their silhouette barely visible against the deeper blackness of the forest beyond. The moonlight caught occasional glints of movement - perhaps clothing or jewelry shifting in the night breeze.

His first instinct was to help. Someone alone at an altar in the dead of night had to be in trouble, right? He took a step forward, but Silas's grip became a vice on his arm, yanking him to a halt.

The sudden stop made Estaria's boots scrape against loose gravel. The sound seemed deafening in the oppressive quiet of the pass. His heart hammered against his ribs as he glanced at Silas, expecting anger or determination. Instead, he found wide-eyed surprise painted across the scout's weathered features.

Moonlight caught the sheen of sweat on Silas's forehead. His jaw worked silently, as if chewing on words he couldn't quite form. The hand gripping Estaria's arm trembled slightly.

That small tremor sent ice through Estaria's veins. In all their time together, he'd never seen Silas rattled. The scout had maintained his composure through Queen's guards, difficult terrain, and internal caravan tensions. But now, faced with this unexpected figure, Silas looked genuinely shaken.

Estaria's gaze darted between Silas and the altar. The figure hadn't moved or acknowledged their presence, continuing whatever silent vigil had brought them to this ancient stone. The whole scene felt wrong - the weathered altar, the trembling scout, the mysterious figure existing in a pocket of unnatural stillness while the night breeze stirred everything around them.

His mind raced. If Silas had dragged him out here in the middle of the night, there must have been a plan, a purpose. But the scout's reaction made it clear - whoever waited at the altar wasn't part of that plan. They weren't friend or foe, known quantity or expected obstacle. They were something else entirely, and that uncertainty had even Silas spooked.

Estaria's throat went dry as he watched the figure by the altar. "Who is that?" he whispered, the words barely audible even to himself.

Silas's fingers loosened their death grip on Estaria's arm, then fell away completely. The sudden absence of pressure made Estaria's skin tingle where bruises would likely form. But Silas remained silent, his body rigid beside Estaria in the darkness.

The moonlight caught the side of Silas's face, revealing an expression Estaria had never seen on the stoic scout before. His jaw clenched so tight the muscles stood out like cords, and something burned in his eyes - not fear, but a deep, seething fury that seemed to radiate from him in waves.

Estaria turned back to study the figure by the altar. The wind had picked up, carrying fragments of whispered words to where they stood. His heart stuttered in his chest as recognition slammed into him. That precise way of forming words, the particular cadence that had filled his childhood with both comfort and dread - he would know that voice anywhere.

Mother.

The realization hit him like a physical blow. His legs threatened to give out, and he grabbed the rough bark of a nearby pine to steady himself. The sharp scent of resin filled his nose as his fingers dug into the tree's surface.

Klindon's voice drifted through the darkness, too soft to make out the words but unmistakably hers. The sound transported him instantly back to countless nights in Appledale, lying awake in his bed, straining to hear his parents' conversations through the walls. Always plotting, always scheming, always three steps ahead of everyone else.

The cold night air seemed to thicken around him, making each breath a struggle. His mother's presence here couldn't be coincidence. Nothing ever was with her. But how had she known? How had she found them? And more importantly, what game was she playing now?

The sharp scent of resin filled his nose as his fingers dug into the tree's surface. Klindon's voice drifted through the darkness, not just speaking, but intoning – a low, rhythmic chant that prickled the hairs on Estaria's arms.

He forced himself to look closer. She wasn't merely standing by the altar; she was pressed against it, one hand flat on the cold stone, the other tracing symbols that seemed to shimmer faintly even in the poor light. Before her, nestled on the flattest part of the rock, lay a collection of objects Estaria didn't recognize – polished stones, intricate metal loops, a dark, leather-bound book disturbingly similar to his father's ledger. She wasn't praying; she was working.

Silas shifted beside him, a low growl rumbling in his chest. The sound, or perhaps some subtle shift in the night, finally broke Klindon's concentration.

She straightened abruptly, turning not with surprise, but with sharp, possessive annoyance. Her dark eyes, usually so controlled, held a feverish gleam. Loose strands of hair had escaped her normally immaculate arrangement, plastered to her temples with sweat despite the chill. She looked wired, energized by an internal fire that bordered on mania.

Her gaze swept past Silas as if he were no more than a bothersome insect, landing squarely on Estaria. A flicker of something – not maternal warmth, but cold assessment, maybe even resentment – crossed her face.

"So," Klindon breathed, her voice tight with impatience. "The stray lamb finally catches up. Did you think I wouldn't find the path, Estaria? Did you think this power was waiting for you?"

She gestured vaguely towards the immense darkness of the forest beyond the pass, the unseen bulk of the mountains. "It's close. Can't you feel it? Streacresh doesn't want frightened boys or superstitious fools." Her eyes flicked contemptuously towards Silas. "It wants strength. It wants vision."

Silas stepped forward, bristling. "This is sacred ground! You perform... this... desecration–"

Klindon cut him off with a dismissive wave. "Sacred? This rock is a key, you ignorant zealot. A doorway. And I intend to open it." Her gaze snapped back to Estaria, sharp and demanding. "Before he stumbles into something he doesn't deserve."

The implication hung heavy in the air. She wasn't just here by chance. She was racing him. Racing him to the heart of whatever power resided in the Streacresh Forest, convinced it was her right, her destiny. The obsession burned in her eyes, raw and undeniable. This wasn't just about ambition anymore; it felt like something had broken loose inside her.

The moonlight caught Klindon's face as she turned back to Estaria, highlighting the sharp angles of her cheekbones. Her lips curved into that familiar smile - the one he'd seen countless times when she'd outmaneuvered someone in Appledale. But there was something different in her eyes now, a feverish intensity that made his skin crawl.

"But I beat you," she said, each word precise and crisp, dripping with satisfaction.

She spun back to the altar, her movements jerky and uncontrolled - so unlike her usual measured grace. Her voice rose, echoing off the stone faces of the pass. "Open! I command you to open!" The words twisted into something between a demand and a scream. "I've done everything right! I've made the sacrifices! I deserve this power!"

The air changed.

Estaria felt it first as a pressure against his skin, like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks. The massive pines creaked, their branches swaying against the wind rather than with it. The rich scent of earth and decay intensified until it nearly choked him.

Movement caught his eye - something dark and sinuous emerging from the shadows between the trees. At first, he thought it was a trick of the moonlight, but then he saw another, and another. Vines, thick as his arm, slithered across the ground with terrifying purpose.

Klindon saw them approaching and yelled in victory, anticipating the way opening before her.

The vines struck with impossible speed.

The first one wrapped around her ankle, yanking her feet out from under her. She barely had time to cry out before more shot forward, encircling her arms, her waist, her throat. They lifted her into the air as if she weighed nothing.

"No!" The word tore from her throat, high and desperate. "I am Klindon Valens! You can't-"

The vines tightened.

The sound that came from his mother would haunt Estaria's nightmares. It started as a scream of pure terror, then transformed into something wet and horrible as the vines contracted. Bones cracked. Flesh gave way. Blood sprayed across the weathered altar stone.

It happened so fast. One moment she was there, struggling and screaming, and the next... the next there was only pulp and fragments dropping to the ground as the vines retreated. They slithered back into the darkness between the trees with the same purposeful movement, leaving nothing but dark stains on the earth and altar.

The pressure in the air vanished. The pines stopped their unnatural swaying. Even the wind died down, leaving an awful silence broken only by Estaria's ragged breathing.

He couldn't move. His legs had locked in place, his mind unable to process the violence he'd just witnessed. The scent of blood mixed with pine and earth, making his stomach heave. But still he stood, staring at the spot where his mother had been just moments before.

Her final scream echoed in his ears. Not her usual commanding tone or careful manipulation, but raw fear. In those last seconds, she'd been stripped of all her careful control, all her schemes and plans. In the end, she'd just been scared.

Silas's iron grip into Estaria's arm as he dragged him toward the blood-stained altar. The scout's ragged breathing filled the space between them, matching the pounding of Estaria's heart. His boots scraped against loose gravel, catching on roots and stones as Silas pulled him forward.

The metallic scent of blood mixed with pine needles and earth turned Estaria's stomach. Dark stains marked where his mother had... where she'd... His mind shied away from the image, refusing to process what he'd just witnessed. The violence. The suddenness. The final, terrible sound.

"Move," Silas growled, yanking harder when Estaria's feet dragged.

Estaria's legs felt like lead. Each step toward the altar brought him closer to the reality of what had happened. Klindon. His mother. The woman who'd shaped his entire life through manipulation and control. Gone. Just... gone.

Relief warred with horror in his chest. She'd hurt so many people. Tolomy. The forced trades. Angel... But she'd also taught him to read, sitting patiently beside him as he struggled with difficult words. She'd made his favorite apple tarts when he was sick. She'd been proud when he learned to manage the farm's accounts.

His vision blurred. Tears? Or shock? He couldn't tell anymore.

"She deserved it," Silas muttered, more to himself than Estaria. "The forest knows. It always knows."

The words barely registered. Estaria's mind kept circling back to that final moment. The look in her eyes when she realized she'd lost control. Had she thought of him? Of his father? Of all the schemes and plans that would die with her? Or had there only been room for fear at the end?

Moonlight caught the symbols carved into the altar stone as they drew closer. Some areas gleamed wetly in the pale light. Estaria's gorge rose. He tried to pull away, but Silas's grip was relentless.

Estaria's head swam as Leona's voice cut through the night. Each word seemed to come from far away, muffled by the rushing in his ears. His mother's broken body lay scattered mere feet away, and his stomach lurched at the coppery scent of blood mixing with pine.

"Don't Silas. You don't have to do this."

Leona emerged from the shadows like a ghost, her shoulders slumped in defeat. Moonlight caught the silver in her hair, making it shimmer as she moved. Her usual warmth had vanished, replaced by something raw and desperate.

"Not him too. He's more than the others were."

Others? Estaria's mind latched onto the word, trying to make sense of it through the fog of shock. How many others had there been? How many had Silas dragged to this altar in the night?

Silas's grip tightened painfully on Estaria's arm as he whirled to face Leona. Rage contorted his features into something barely human. "It doesn't matter if he's different!"

The scout's free hand swept toward the bloody ground where Klindon had stood moments before. "She was obviously unworthy! We have a duty, and Streacresh will not be denied by the pleas of the weak!"

Estaria's legs nearly gave out as Silas yanked him forward again. The altar loomed closer, its ancient stone reflecting dull red in the moonlight. His boots scraped against loose gravel, sending small cascades of pebbles skittering into darkness.

Memories of warm bread and gentle conversations in Leona's bakery clashed with the horror of the present moment. She'd known. All along, she'd known what waited at the end of this journey. Each kind word, each shared meal - had it all been preparation for this?

The familiar scent of yeast and flour still clung to her clothes, incongruous with the violence surrounding them. That same scent had once meant safety, comfort. Now it twisted his stomach as brutally as the blood-soaked earth before him.

Silas resumed dragging him toward the altar, each step bringing them closer to whatever fate had claimed his mother. The weathered stone seemed to pulse in the darkness, hungry for more sacrifice. More blood. More death.

Movement behind Leona drew Estaria's attention. Orin materialized from the darkness, his weathered face grave in the moonlight. He placed a calloused hand on Leona's shoulder, and she clasped it, turning to face him with tears in her eyes.

"I love you," she whispered.

"I love you too." Orin's voice was rough with emotion as he bent to kiss her.

Something about their tender exchange cut through the fog of horror in Estaria's mind. As Orin strode toward them, determination straightened his spine. He wouldn't die here, not like his mother. Not like this. Estaria thrashed against Silas's grip, no longer paralyzed by shock.

They stood at the foot of the blood-stained altar now, its ancient stone seeming to pulse with malevolent hunger. Orin reached them in three long strides, his presence solid and reassuring. Without ceremony, he pried Silas's fingers from Estaria's arm and turned the younger man to face him. With one powerful shove, he sent Silas stumbling backward.

Fury twisted Silas's features, but he made no move to fight. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides as he glared at Orin.

"You don't understand what we do, boy," Orin said, his eyes fixed on Estaria. "The Creshers' duty is to hear Streacresh's words, but it can't speak to humans. Not normally." He gestured toward the dark stains on the ground. "We bring those who won't be missed, those who might serve a greater purpose as Streacresh's mouthpiece."

The implications of his words hit Estaria like a physical blow. How many had died here? How many had the Creshers sacrificed in their quest to hear Streacresh's voice?

"But you're different." Orin's expression softened as he glanced back at Leona, who wept openly now, her tears gleaming in the moonlight. His gaze hardened again when it landed on Silas, who still seethed with barely contained rage.

"I will protect you," Orin declared, his voice firm with conviction. "Just make sure you make it all worth it, okay?"

Estaria's heart pounded as Orin squeezed his shoulder, the older man's weathered hand steady and warm against his cloak. The gesture felt final, like a father's farewell to a son. Orin turned away, his boots crunching on loose gravel as he approached the blood-stained altar.

"Streacresh," Orin called out, his voice clear and strong in the night air. "Take me instead of the boy. I offer myself freely."

The pressure in the air returned, but different this time. Instead of the violent storm-front feeling that had preceded Klindon's death, this felt like a gentle summer breeze. The pines swayed softly, their needles whispering secrets to the night.

Vines emerged from the darkness between the trees once more, but these moved with an almost reverent grace. They approached Orin like old friends, wrapping around his arms and legs with delicate care. Where they had crushed and torn Klindon, they now pierced Orin's skin with something approaching tenderness.

Orin's scream shattered the quiet night. The sound drove daggers into Estaria's heart - not just for the pain it conveyed, but for the sacrifice it represented. The vines manipulated Orin's body with gentle precision, turning him to face Estaria.

Behind them, Leona collapsed. Her legs gave out and she crumpled to the ground, her sobs echoing off the stone faces of the pass. The sound of her grief mixed with the whisper of pine needles and the soft rustle of vines.

Then came the voice.

It emerged from Orin's throat, but it wasn't his voice. It wasn't any voice that should exist in the natural world. It scraped against Estaria's ears like metal on stone, yet somehow carried the softness of falling leaves. It rang with the depth of ancient caves and sparkled like sunlight on morning dew. It was everything and nothing, beautiful and terrible all at once.

"Resonant one. You may enter the forest."

The vines lowered Orin's body to the ground with the same gentle care they had shown in claiming him. They laid him before the altar, arranging his limbs with dignity, before retreating back into the darkness of the forest.

Leona's grief filled the sudden silence. Her sobs had transformed into keening wails that seemed to come from the depths of her soul. The sound cut through Estaria's shock, reminding him that this sacrifice - this gift - had cost more than just one life. It had severed a bond of love that had weathered decades of hardship and secrets.

The air still hummed with the echo of that impossible voice, but now it was just the night, the pines, and the sound of a woman's heart breaking beneath the cold light of the moon.

Estaria's chest heaved as he tried to steady his breathing. The night air felt thick, almost suffocating, as his mind raced to make sense of his mother's final words. "I beat you." The phrase bounced around in his skull, a puzzle piece that refused to fit.

He lifted his gaze to the dark forest looming before him. Those words - "Resonant one" - stirred something deep within him, a pull he'd felt but never understood. The forest called to him, had been calling him all along. His mother had somehow known, had raced here thinking... what? That she could claim whatever power waited in those depths?

A memory ambushed him: his mother's fingers smoothing his hair back from his forehead, her voice humming an old lullaby as she tucked him in. The gentleness of that touch contrasted sharply with the violence of her end. His throat tightened, but he forced the memory away. He couldn't afford to feel that now. Not here. Not yet.

His hand drifted to the ledger, its familiar weight a constant reminder against his chest. The green cover held so many secrets - trades, disappearances, and now this connection to the Creshers. It all linked back to Streacresh somehow. His mother had known about the Creshers, had known what they did here in the dark.

The sound of Leona's grief drew his attention, and he turned. His eyes caught movement a hundred paces or so back toward the caravan. Silas. His anger evident even from behind, at this distance.

His eyes shifted toward Leona kneeling in the blood-soaked earth next to Orin, her shoulders shaking with sobs. When she raised her face to his, moonlight caught the tears streaming down her cheeks. Her anguish was real, raw - but so was her betrayal.

Estaria's mouth opened, words forming on his tongue. But what could he say? Every warm moment in her bakery, every shared smile and gentle conversation, had led to this altar. To Orin's sacrifice. To his mother's death. The weight of that deception crushed whatever words he might have spoken.

His shoulders slumped under the burden of too many betrayals. His head dropped, unable to bear the sight of what remained of his mother, of Orin's carefully arranged body, of Leona's grief-stricken face. Without another word, he turned away from it all and walked into the waiting darkness of Streacresh Forest.

The pines swallowed him whole, their ancient shadows welcoming him into their embrace.




Chapter 31: Into the Forest

The air in the Streacresh Forest wasn't just cold. It hit him like a physical presence the moment his boots sank into unnaturally soft earth.

It was thick with a smell unlike anything he had ever known. Deep earth. Electric ozone. Metallic mineral. And something unsettlingly sweet, like decay. It settled in his lungs, a constant, strange taste on his tongue.

It was the taste of this place, alien and ancient. Layered over the coppery tang he couldn’t unsmell from the pass. The scent of his mother’s end.

The horror clung to him. A phantom weight on his shoulders. He had walked away from the blood-stained altar. From the echo of Leona’s heartbroken sobs. But the feeling of it remained.

He looked back. The trees swallowed the view instantly.

Just moments ago, his mother, Klindon Valens, had been screaming. Reduced to... that.

She deserved it, Silas had said.

The thought scraped against his mind. Bitter and cold. Had she? She’d hurt so many. Manipulated everything and everyone. Chasing a power she clearly hadn't understood. But she was his mother. The woman who sang him lullabies. Who taught him to read.

The contrast was a raw wound in his thoughts. Mirroring the unsettling blur he now saw in the forest around him.

Accompanying the smell was a profound silence. The familiar sounds of the outside world died behind him instantly. Swallowed by a stillness that wasn't empty, but dense. Heavy with unseen power.

He looked around. Eyes adjusting to the diffused gloom. The trees weren't merely wood and bark. They were ancient pillars stretching into a darkness that swallowed the moonlight. Their surfaces not rough bark. But smooth, strangely warm flesh pulled taut like skin over bone.

Skin, he thought. The word catching. Like the skin Orin had offered.

Orin. Who had looked at Leona with such love. Leona. Whose tears had been real. But whose betrayal had been absolute. We bring those who won't be missed.

Had they planned this all along? That fear of manipulation, a constant undercurrent in his life, flared into an active dread. Was this all a manipulation too?

Movement in the undergrowth caught his eye. A scurrying shape, low to the ground. Not a rodent or insect he recognized. Its hide was segmented, hard and grooved, utterly indistinguishable from the fallen logs and exposed roots around it. It looked like a shard of bark had detached itself and was scuttling away on too many legs.

It froze as he watched it, its surface seeming to camouflage further into the ground.

Beyond the scurrying shape, he saw others. Tangled vines twitched and recoiled when he approached, revealing eyes embedded in their stalks, watching him with unsettling intelligence. Fungal growths unfolded like strange, wet mouths before closing again, as if tasting the air. The very concepts of 'plant' and 'animal' seemed to have dissolved here. Replaced by something else entirely. Something vital. Deeply unsettling.

Resonant one. You may enter the forest.

The impossible voice from Orin's throat echoed, pulling his attention back to the altar. To the sacrifice. Orin’s body, so carefully laid out. He had walked into death, willingly, for Estaria. Why? What was so important about him?

Strange flora twisted from the unnaturally soft earth. Their forms pushing beyond natural boundaries with excessive, vibrant energy. Plants grew at impossible angles, defying gravity. Their roots exposed, thick as ropes and tearing through solid rock like cloth.

A cluster of what looked like bright, feverish mushrooms glowed with internal light. The colors shifting too fast for his eye to follow. At their base lay the half-absorbed remnants of a small, multi-limbed creature. Its body being rapidly consumed by the vibrant growth.

The swift, silent consumption felt chillingly familiar. A silent echo of the vines that had taken his mother.

Life feeding on death. Order from chaos, or chaos consuming order? It felt too close to the events he'd just fled.

A pressure settled in his chest. Not heavy, but a deep awareness. That this place was profoundly alive. Overloaded. Intensely focused on him. With each step, that awareness became more pressing. A feeling of being measured. Consumed by the vast, chaotic energy of Streacresh itself.

It felt like the air itself held a thousand unseen eyes. All turned towards him.

Resonant one.

The voice again, softer this time. A feeling more than a sound. Settling into the core of that awareness. It felt like the entity was guiding him. Just as the voice had promised entry. Follow.

Hours passed as he walked.

The oppressive sense of being watched intensifying with each step. The impossible colors of the flora blurred into a feverish dream.

He stumbled over a root that retracted quickly into the ground as he passed. Its surface feeling strangely warm beneath his boot.

He saw more of the skin-barked trees. Felt their subtle muscle contractions. Avoided the bark-skinned creatures scuttling in the shadows.

Thoughts kept circling back. To Klindon’s final scream. To Orin’s quiet love for Leona. To Leona's weeping face. To the unsettling, powerful words that had ushered him here.

Resonant one.

As the diffuse phosphorescent glow of the forest began to shift. Deepening from hazy green to an intense, glowing blue-purple.

Estaria paused. "Great. It invites me in, and there's no welcome party. Where the fuck am I supposed to go now?"

He ran a hand over the rough fabric of his shirt. The feel of the worn cotton a stark contrast to the strange textures around him. He patted his sides. Checking his pockets.

Angel's knife... small pouch of coins... the ledger, heavy against his chest…

His hand dropped.

No pack.

No food.

No water skin.

Just the clothes on his back. And a few small items.

Panic, cold and sharp, pierced through the lingering fog of shock and grief. He had walked into the heart of a god's domain. With absolutely nothing but his clothes and a handful of items.

What had he been thinking?

From the shadows of interwoven branches and glowing fungi, Sentinel observed the human's frantic movements. The creature's scent carried notes of blood, sweat, and grief - familiar markers of those who entered seeking Streacresh's presence. But underneath lay something different. This must be who he was sent to guide.

Still, the human looked pathetically unprepared. None of those human "tools" they used. Just standing there, looking like a lost pup. Sentinel's claws clicked in a pattern of mild irritation. How many of these humans had come this way? A hundred? None had made it to the center, even with his help. And they had those long metal sticks. This one didn't even have that.

The human's voice cracked through the constant whisper of moving vegetation. "Where the fuck am I supposed to go now?"

This one wouldn't last five sleeps. The chaotic energies would wear him down, break his mind . . . if he was lucky.

But his role was fun, so he didn't much mind that this one was as good as lost already. Streacresh had been clear: guide them, protect them from the worst of the forest's dangers, lead them toward the center.

The human stumbled again, this time over nothing. Just his own fatigue. His hand brushed against one of the skin-barked trees, and he yanked it back as if burned. The tree's surface rippled in response, a slow wave of muscle contractions that made the human step back quickly.

Sentinel spun and trotted away with pointy ears twitching with excitement. Clearing the way for hapless humans was the fun part.

Estaria jerked his hand away from the tree's surface, his skin crawling at the ripple of muscle beneath what should have been bark. The sensation lingered on his fingertips - warm, living tissue that pulsed with an unsettling rhythm. Not wood. Not plant. Something else entirely.

He wiped his hand against his shirt, trying to erase the memory of that alien texture. The tree's surface continued to contract and expand in slow waves, like a throat swallowing. Its skin-like covering stretched and relaxed with each movement, creating patterns that seemed almost deliberate.

"This is absolutely..." He couldn't even finish the thought. What word could possibly encompass this place? This violation of everything he understood about the natural world?

A faint glow filtered through the dense canopy above - the first hint of dawn. The light was different here, fractured and distorted by the translucent leaves overhead. Each leaf seemed to capture and twist the sunlight, creating scattered pools of color that shifted and bled into one another.

He squinted upward, trying to orient himself. The thick branches overhead formed a lattice of flesh and shadow, but there was just enough light to make out the sun's position. East - back toward the caravan. Back to Leona's tear-stained face and Silas's cold certainty. Back to a world where even kindness might be manipulation.

His stomach turned at the thought. The memory of Orin's final moments rose unbidden - the man's quiet acceptance as he lay down on that altar.

West then. If his father's old maps held any truth, that would take him deeper into Streacresh's domain. The thought should have terrified him. Instead, it felt like the only choice left.

He took a step away from the muscle-rippling tree, careful not to brush against its surface again. His boot sank slightly into the spongy ground, and he could have sworn he felt it push back, just slightly, like stepping on something alive.

The forest floor was a maze of twisted roots and strange growths. Patches of what looked like moss glowed with internal light, creating pools of ethereal color. He had to watch each step carefully - some of those innocent-looking patches of vegetation had teeth.

As he walked, the air grew thicker. Heavy with that metallic-sweet scent that seemed to coat the back of his throat. The silence pressed in around him, broken only by the occasional rustle of something moving just out of sight.

Panic, cold and sharp, pierced through the lingering fog of shock and grief. He had walked into the heart of a god's domain. With absolutely nothing but his clothes and a handful of items. What had he been thinking?

He stood frozen, panic seizing his lungs. No path. No direction. Just crushing chaos pressing in from all sides, ready to consume him. His eyes scanned the oppressive gloom, desperate for a sign, anything that wasn't hostile or utterly alien. The constant whisper of moving vegetation seemed to mock his helplessness.

A low, guttural sound scraped from the shadows to his left – not a growl he recognized, but something deeper, like grinding stone or tearing earth. It sent a shiver of pure dread down his spine. He flinched back from the sound, his instinct screaming danger.

He turned away from it, stumbling blindly in the opposite direction. He was being hunted, he was sure of it. But how does one escape a predator in a place as strange as this forest? There was nowhere to hide that didn't feel like it might itself swallow him whole. So he just kept moving, putting distance between himself and that terrifying sound, hoping against hope that some direction was safer than another.

The growl came again, sometimes closer, sometimes farther, always seeming to emanate from directions he couldn't go. From behind, pushing him forward. From the left, forcing him right. From the right, driving him left. He didn't see the creature, just heard the unnerving sound, a constant menace urging him deeper into the unknown. Each step was a fight against the yielding, unstable ground, against the twisting vines, against the oppressive sense of being watched. His body screamed for rest. His mind felt frayed at the edges. But the fear of the unseen hunter was a relentless spur. He followed the path of least resistance presented by the menace, driven by pure need to escape the sound.

Hours blurred. The strange, alien landscape flowed past, a nightmare made real. He stumbled, fell, scrambled up again, always moving away from the threat.

Then, an unexpected break.

He stumbled into a clearing. Not large, perhaps twenty meters across. The dense, skin-barked trees gave way to a circular space, eerily quiet compared to the buzzing chaos he'd just navigated. The oppressive watchfulness seemed to ease here. He paused, listening. Silence. No growl. It felt... safe. Temporarily. Safe enough.

A ring of dark, weathered stones, half-sunk into the soft earth, circled a patch of clearer ground. Testament to others who had come this way, stopped here.

He collapsed onto the soft earth, gasping for air. He barely registered the dark, strangely shaped structure in the shadow of the treeline before exhaustion claimed him completely. Blackness rushed in, absolute and heavy. He knew nothing more.

He didn’t know how long he slept. Time in the forest seemed different, warped by the pervasive energy. But eventually, his body rebelled against the cold and the ache in his bones. He stirred, a low groan escaping his lips. His eyes fluttered open.

Dawn, or the forest’s imitation of it, filtered through the canopy above. The light wasn’t the clean, sharp gold of the outside world, but a diffused, hazy mix of blues, purples, and soft greens cast by the translucent, glowing leaves overhead. It muted the chaos slightly, revealing the clearing in gentler detail.

Estaria pushed himself up from the ground, muscles protesting every movement. The soft earth had provided little cushioning against the cold, and his body reminded him sharply of yesterday's desperate flight. His joints creaked as he stretched, trying to work feeling back into his limbs.

The obelisk that had barely registered before sleep now drew his attention. It rose from the shadows at the tree line, its surface a strange, mottled texture unlike the skin-bark of the surrounding trees. Something about its presence felt deliberate, placed rather than grown.

He took a step toward it, curiosity warring with caution, when his stomach cramped violently. The hollow ache reminded him that he hadn't eaten since... since before Orin's sacrifice. The thought of food twisted his gut further, but survival demanded sustenance.

A flash of brown caught his eye near the stone ring. A rabbit lay there, its fur unmarked, as if it had simply decided to lay down and die. He hadn't noticed it before in his exhaustion. The meat looked fresh, unspoiled.

Estaria scanned the clearing, neck prickling with that constant sense of being watched. Nothing moved in the shadows between the trees. No signs of whatever might have left this convenient meal. Just the endless, unsettling pulse of the forest's strange life.

"This is probably a terrible idea," he muttered, approaching the rabbit. His survival training warred with suspicion. The meat could be poisoned, corrupted by the forest's chaos. But without food, he wouldn't last long enough to reach... whatever he was supposed to reach.

He gathered fallen branches, avoiding anything that looked too alive or reactive. The wood was strange - denser than normal, with an almost metallic quality. But it caught fire easily enough when he struck his flint. The flames cast dancing shadows across the stone ring, highlighting worn marks that might have been writing once.

The rabbit cooked quickly, its meat taking on an oddly sweet smell. Estaria's mouth watered despite his misgivings. He tested a small bite first, letting it sit on his tongue. No immediate burning or numbness. The flavor was rich, gamey but clean.

Hunger won out over caution. He devoured the meat, barely taking time to ensure it was fully cooked. As the emptiness in his stomach eased, his throat reminded him of an equally pressing need.

"Right," he said to the watching forest, wiping grease from his chin. "Food's sorted. How about some water?"

A movement caught his eye - not from the shadows this time, but from a tree at the edge of the clearing. Clear liquid oozed from its surface, catching the strange light. It looked almost like sap, but thinner, more fluid.

Estaria stared at it, his parched throat aching. After a day without water, even this suspicious offering was temptating. He approached slowly, studying the flow. The liquid had no color, no obvious contamination. It dripped steadily, forming a small pool at the tree's base.

"Because drinking mysterious liquid from a flesh-tree is definitely smart," he muttered. But his options were limited. The forest had provided food - perhaps this was another gift? Or perhaps it was poison, meant to end him quickly rather than let him suffer from dehydration.

He cupped his hands beneath the flow, letting the liquid pool in his palms. It felt cool, with none of the sticky consistency he'd expect from sap. He brought it to his nose, inhaling carefully. No scent. Just pure, clean liquid.

His dry throat contracted painfully. What choice did he really have? Die slowly of thirst, or trust that whatever watched him from the shadows meant to keep him alive?

He brought his cupped hands to his mouth and drank. The liquid tasted like the purest spring water he'd ever encountered, sweet and impossibly refreshing. He drank again, and again, until his thirst finally eased.

Estaria threw himself down beside the fire, his body heavy with exhaustion despite the water and food. The flames had dwindled to embers, casting a soft orange glow across the strange clearing. His eyes drifted shut, and consciousness slipped away into blessed darkness.

When he opened his eyes again, the persistent ache in his muscles had dulled to a manageable throb. He pushed himself up, noting how his joints no longer creaked in protest. The diffused light filtering through the canopy hadn't changed much - still that ethereal mix of blues and purples that made time feel fluid and uncertain. But it was definitely still day, though exactly how many hours had passed remained a mystery.

His throat felt dry again. He walked over to the flesh-barked tree that had provided water before, studying its surface more carefully now. The clear liquid still seeped from the same spot, dripping steadily into the small depression at its base. The tree's surface rippled slightly as he approached, like muscle tensing beneath skin.

"Do you just leak constantly?" he murmured, cupping his hands beneath the flow. "Or is this some kind of response to me being here?"

The tree offered no answer beyond its constant, unsettling pulse. He drank deeply, the pure water washing away the last traces of sleep. Each mouthful seemed to carry a subtle energy, leaving him feeling more alert than regular water ever had.

As he straightened, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, his gaze was drawn once again to the dark obelisk at the clearing's edge. In the strange daylight, its surface seemed to shift and change, like oil on water. The structure rose about twice his height, its sides smooth except for occasional patches of that mottled, alien texture he'd noticed earlier.

His immediate needs met - food in his stomach, water in his system, rest granted to his weary body - curiosity finally won out. He approached the obelisk carefully, alert for any sign of danger. The ground beneath his feet felt more solid here, as if the earth itself had been compacted by countless footsteps over time.

The strange structure seemed to absorb the light around it, creating deeper shadows at its base. Up close, Estaria could see that what he'd taken for random mottling was actually a pattern - subtle grooves and raised sections that might have been writing, or might have been natural formations in whatever material made up the obelisk. The surface felt cool under his fingers, with an almost metallic smoothness that contrasted sharply with the organic textures of the surrounding forest.

Estaria circled the obelisk slowly, his fingers trailing along its surface. The strange markings pulled at something in his mind, like a half-remembered dream. Each symbol felt familiar, yet maddeningly out of reach. The harder he tried to grasp their meaning, the more it slipped away.

With a frustrated sigh, he lowered himself to the ground, crossing his legs beneath him. The soft earth cushioned him as he stared at the enigmatic writing. The strange, diffused light of the forest caught the grooves and angles of each mark, making them seem to shift and dance.

"Resonant One."

The words echoed in his memory, Streacresh's voice carrying a weight he hadn't fully appreciated at the time. Other memories surfaced - playing hide and seek as a child, always knowing exactly where Angel was hiding. The time he'd warned his father about the storm coming, hours before the first clouds appeared. The way he'd known, somehow, that joining the caravan was important, even before understanding why.

His heart quickened as the pieces began to align. All those unexplained moments, those strange certainties that he'd dismissed or rationalized away. They weren't coincidences. They were... something else. Something inside him.

He closed his eyes, reaching inward, searching for that elusive something. His breath slowed as he focused, trying to grasp whatever power or ability might lie dormant within. But there was nothing - no surge of energy, no sudden revelation. Just the sound of his own breathing and the constant, unsettling pulse of the forest around him.

The word "Resonant" tumbled through his mind again. Not a tool to be wielded. Not a power to be commanded. A resonance was different - a natural harmony, like two strings vibrating at the same frequency. An alignment.

He opened his eyes, looking at the obelisk with fresh understanding. Instead of trying to force something to happen, he let himself relax. Let his awareness settle into the strange energy that permeated everything here. The constant thrum of life that pulsed through the flesh-barked trees, the shifting patterns of light, the very air itself.

Something shifted within him, subtle but profound. Like a key turning in a lock he hadn't known existed. The markings on the obelisk seemed to ripple, and suddenly the meaningless patterns resolved themselves into understanding:

The symbols blurred and shifted, but instead of resolving into readable text, they triggered something deeper. Images and sensations flooded his mind - not like reading a story, but like remembering events he'd somehow lived through.

He saw an old man, wizened and weary, sitting upon a crystal throne. Power radiated from him in waves, each pulse carrying the weight of centuries. Resh - the name came unbidden to Estaria's mind. The first Ascendant. The man's eyes held such profound sadness, such bone-deep exhaustion, yet there was peace in his expression as he made his final choice.

The memory shifted. Resh's death wasn't quiet or gentle - it was an explosion of pure energy that washed across Terrindral like a tidal wave. Estaria felt it ripple through the world, touching countless lives. Each symbol on the obelisk pulsed with a different story, a different person caught in that moment of transformation.

A young woman in Luminara, tending her garden, suddenly knowing exactly which plants would thrive and which would wither. A fisherman in Altera, instinctively steering his boat away from a storm no one else had sensed. A child in Fenhaven, playing with friends, unconsciously smoothing the chaos of their games into perfect harmony.

The memories flowed faster. Some found their gift quickly - healers whose touch brought unprecedented comfort, builders whose structures stood impossibly strong. Others lived their entire lives never knowing they carried this spark, their Resonance manifesting only in subtle ways - lucky hunts, peaceful homes, children who seemed to avoid serious injury.

Hours seemed to pass as Estaria witnessed these countless lives, these moments of connection. Some embraced their gift, others feared it, many never recognized it at all. Each symbol held a complete life, a unique expression of Streacresh's power filtered through human experience.

Then, abruptly, the memories shifted to something more personal. He saw Appledale, his home, bathed in that same transformative energy. His mother stood in their garden, one hand pressed to her swollen belly. The power washed over her, through her, touching the unborn child within.

Touching him.

The realization struck him with physical force. He gasped, breaking contact with the obelisk. His hands trembled as he pressed them against the soft earth, grounding himself in the present moment. The memories still echoed in his mind, but they felt different now - less immediate, more like dreams half-remembered upon waking.

He looked at the symbols with new understanding. Each mark represented someone like him, someone touched by Streacresh's power in that moment of transformation. Some had lived and died never knowing what they carried within them. Others had shaped the world in subtle ways, their Resonance manifesting as an unconscious influence on the chaos around them.

"I was chosen before I was born," he whispered to the watching forest. The words felt strange on his tongue - not quite true, but not false either. Not chosen, exactly. Aligned. Like a string tuned to match another's pitch, vibrating in sympathy.

His mother had been there, had felt that power pass through her. Had she known? Had she understood what happened to her unborn child in that moment? The memory of her calculating gaze, her subtle manipulations, took on new meaning. Had she sensed something different in him, even then?

The diffused light shifted, casting new shadows across the obelisk's surface. Estaria studied the marks again, but the deep understanding had faded. They were just symbols now, though he knew each one represented a story, a life touched by the same power that flowed through him.

He pressed his palm flat against the obelisk's cool surface, but the flood of memories didn't return. Whatever insight it had granted seemed to be a one-time gift, meant to show him this single truth: He wasn't alone. Others had carried this alignment, this Resonance. Some had known, some hadn't, but all had been part of something larger than themselves.

The constant pulse of the forest felt different now, less alien. He could sense how it flowed around him, through him, like a current he'd been swimming in his entire life without realizing it. Not a power to command, but a harmony to maintain. A resonance, waiting to be understood.




Chapter 32: Sentinel

Estaria traced his fingers over the worn surface of the obelisk, feeling the subtle textures of each carved symbol. The forest's humid air clung to his skin, and somewhere nearby a creature chirped a strange, hollow melody.

"But I remember it," he murmured. The memory felt both foreign and intimately familiar - that surge of energy, that moment of connection. Not just witnessing it through the obelisk's revelations, but experiencing it firsthand. The sensation of being... formed. Of consciousness sparking into existence as that wave of power washed through his mother's womb.

He shook his head, pushing his fingers through his tangled hair. "That's not possible." The words sounded hollow even to his own ears. The scent of damp earth and green growing things filled his nostrils as he leaned back against a nearby tree trunk, its bark pressing patterns into his spine.

Yet the memory persisted. Not like a normal memory - not like remembering breakfast or the feeling of Angel's hand in his. This was deeper, more primal. Like remembering how to breathe or the rhythm of his own heartbeat. That moment had shaped him, had tuned him to Streacresh's frequency before he'd drawn his first breath.

"You remember because it is part of what you are," Streacresh's voice whispered through the rustling leaves. "That moment wrote itself into every fiber of your being."

Estaria closed his eyes, feeling the forest's pulse sync with his own heartbeat. "My mother - she must have felt it too. She was there, carrying me." The memory of Klindon's calculating eyes flashed through his mind, and he felt a familiar twist of anger and grief in his gut.

"She felt the power pass through her, yes. But she was not aligned with it. Like water flowing through a channel, it left no lasting mark on her."

A bitter laugh escaped his lips. "No lasting mark except a son who could never quite be what she wanted." The words tasted like ash in his mouth, and he spat to clear it away.

The forest seemed to pause, as if considering his words. A warm breeze stirred the branches overhead, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow across his face. The sweet-sour scent of overripe fruit drifted past.

"Your mother's desires were her own burden," Streacresh observed. "They did not define what you were meant to be."

Estaria picked up a fallen leaf, examining its strange patterns - half natural, half geometric, as if someone had drawn precise lines across its surface. "And what was I meant to be? What am I now?" He crushed the leaf in his fist, feeling it crumble.

"You are what you have always been - a being of both worlds, mortal and mystical. The memory you carry is proof of that union."

Estaria straightened from the obelisk, his head tilting as the forest's whispers suddenly crystallized into clear meaning. What he'd taken for random rustling of leaves and creaking of branches now carried distinct patterns, forming thoughts and impressions that bloomed in his mind like unfurling flowers.

"I can understand you," he breathed, turning in a slow circle. The canopy above swayed, sending dappled light dancing across the clearing's floor. Each movement, each subtle shift in the air carried meaning - not quite words, but clear communications nonetheless.

"You always could," came the reply through a chorus of trembling leaves and sighing winds. "You simply needed to remember how."

A series of heavy crashes interrupted the moment, followed by deep, guttural grunts that echoed through the trees. The sounds came from somewhere to his left, maybe a hundred paces away. Estaria's muscles tensed, his body automatically dropping into a defensive crouch.

Yesterday, he'd fled from similar noises, letting fear guide his feet far from any potential danger. It had seemed the sensible choice at the time - alone, exhausted, and half-starved in this bizarre forest. But now...

He straightened, feeling the strange vitality of the forest's sap still coursing through his veins. His rest by the obelisk had left him clear-headed, and the alien rabbit had filled his belly. More importantly, he felt a new certainty settling into his bones. Running wouldn't get him answers.

Another crash, closer this time. Something large was moving through the undergrowth, breaking branches as it went. Estaria took a deep breath, tasting the thick, sweet-mineral scent of the forest air.

"I can't keep wandering aimlessly," he muttered, more to himself than to Streacresh. "I need to understand what's out there. What I'm supposed to do here."

The forest's response came as a ripple of awareness, like a wave of consciousness spreading through the vegetation around him. "Wisdom grows from facing the unknown."

"That's not exactly helpful," Estaria said, but he found himself moving forward anyway, picking his way carefully between the trees toward the source of the disturbance.

The ground shifted beneath his feet, transitioning from packed earth to a springy moss that seemed to glow faintly with each step. Luminescent vines draped between the trees, their pale light adding an ethereal quality to the filtered sunlight. The air grew thicker, heavy with moisture and the sharp tang of something that reminded him of lightning.

Another grunt echoed through the trees, followed by the distinct sound of splintering wood. Whatever it was, it was just beyond the next cluster of massive tree trunks. Estaria moved carefully now, placing each foot deliberately to avoid making noise. The moss helped, muffling his footsteps as he crept forward.

He pressed his back against one of the trees, its bark unusually smooth and warm against his spine. The crashes had stopped, replaced by softer sounds - something large breathing, the occasional snap of a smaller branch. Estaria took one more deep breath, squaring his shoulders.

"Remember," Streacresh's voice whispered through a flutter of leaves, "you are not alone here."

The forest's presence wrapped around him like a comfortable blanket, and Estaria felt his fear transforming into something else - curiosity, determination, maybe even a touch of excitement. He turned, slowly leaning around the trunk to peer into whatever waited beyond.

Estaria's breath caught as he took in the scene before him. The wooden canine was massive, easily the size of a small house, its body formed entirely of interwoven branches and twisted roots. Each movement sent creaking echoes through the forest as wood ground against wood. Amber sap oozed from countless small gashes across its form, gleaming in the dappled light.

Its opponent was something else entirely. Estaria squinted, trying to track the smaller creature's movements, but it seemed to slip between shadows like smoke. One moment it appeared almost humanoid, the next more like a serpent or a bird. Each time it struck, new golden droplets appeared on the wooden beast's flanks.

His feet carried him backward before his mind fully processed what he was seeing. Ten paces. Fifteen. The rational part of his brain screamed at him to keep going, to put as much distance between himself and this impossible battle as he could.

But something else tugged at his awareness. The wooden creature's presence felt... familiar. Like the pulse of sap through the forest's veins, like the whispers of Streacresh through the leaves. Each drop of amber blood that fell felt like a piece of the forest itself dying.

"This is insane," Estaria muttered, already turning back. His boots whispered against the glowing moss as he crept closer to the battle once more.

The wooden canine's movements had grown sluggish, its mighty head drooping as more sap leaked from its wounds. Its attacker darted in again, a flash of shadow scoring another line across its flank. The beast's answering snap was too slow, jaws closing on empty air as the shadow-thing danced away.

Estaria pressed his palm against a nearby tree trunk, and the forest's pulse thundered through him. The wooden creature was connected to everything around them - roots extending deep into the earth, branches reaching toward the canopy. It wasn't just shaped like part of the forest; it was part of the forest.

Another strike. Another splash of sap. The canine's legs trembled, branches creaking ominously. Its construct was failing, death by a thousand cuts as the shadow-thing methodically took it apart.

"Stupid," Estaria whispered to himself. "This is stupid." But he kept moving forward, drawn by that undeniable connection. The wooden beast's pain resonated through the forest, through him. Each drop of sap felt like his own blood spilling onto the moss.

The shadow-thing struck again, and this time the canine's leg buckled. It crashed to one knee with a sound like a young tree snapping in a storm. Its head swung from side to side, tracking its enemy's movement, but its reactions were growing ever slower.

Estaria could feel its life force ebbing, like water draining from a broken vessel. The forest around them seemed to dim, the luminescent moss fading as if in sympathy. The shadow-thing circled, preparing for another strike.

Estaria's body moved before his mind could catch up, legs pumping as he charged through the undergrowth. His throat burned as a wordless cry tore from his lips - part battle cry, part terror, all instinct. The glowing moss cushioned his footfalls, but each impact still sent jolts up his legs.

The shadow-thing whirled at his approach, its form rippling like smoke in a breeze. For a fraction of a second, Estaria caught a glimpse of too many eyes, of limbs that shouldn't bend that way, of darkness deeper than mere absence of light. Then its form contracted, coiling like a startled cat.

The creature's hesitation lasted only moments, but it was enough. Whatever programming or instinct drove it clearly hadn't accounted for a screaming human charging directly at it. It slipped sideways, avoiding Estaria's reckless advance, then melted into the shadows between the trees.

Estaria's momentum carried him several more steps before he managed to stop, his boots sliding on the luminescent moss. His heart hammered against his ribs, and his lungs burned with each ragged breath. Sweat trickled down his back, and his hands trembled with leftover adrenaline.

"What in all hells was I thinking?" he gasped, doubling over with his hands on his knees. The forest's strange air felt thick in his throat, tasting of ozone and fresh sap.

A low groan of tortured wood drew his attention back to the wounded creature. The wooden canine had slumped further, more sap oozing from its countless wounds. Its head, easily as large as Estaria's entire body, swung toward him. Eyes made of amber regarded him with an intelligence that sent shivers down his spine.

"I... I don't know if I can help you," Estaria said, straightening slowly. His voice sounded strange in his own ears, too high and tight with lingering fear. "I don't even know what you are."

The creature's response came not in words but in sensations - the pulse of sap through wood, the deep connection to soil and root, the very essence of the forest itself. It was both more and less than an animal, a construct of Streacresh's power given form and purpose.

Estaria took a hesitant step forward, then another. The wooden canine made no move to stop him, though its amber eyes tracked his approach. Up close, he could see the intricate patterns in its wooden flesh - spirals and whorls that spoke of centuries of growth, compressed and twisted into this new shape.

Estaria examined his tattered shirt, already worn thin from days of travel. With a resigned sigh, he gripped the fabric and tore, the sound of ripping cloth unnaturally loud in the forest's hushed atmosphere. The material came away in long strips, leaving his torso partially exposed to the humid air.

"Better than nothing, I suppose," he muttered, approaching the wooden canine's largest wounds. Up close, the damage looked even worse. Deep gouges crossed its flank where the shadow-thing's attacks had splintered and separated the interwoven branches. Amber sap continued to seep from these injuries, each drop carrying a piece of the creature's vitality with it.

The wood felt warm under his hands as he worked, almost like flesh rather than dead timber. He wrapped the first strip around a particularly deep gash, where several branches had been completely severed. The cloth quickly became saturated with sap, but seemed to slow the bleeding.

"I hope this isn't making things worse," Estaria said, moving to the next wound. The creature's breathing - if that's what it was - produced a sound like wind through hollow trees. Its amber eyes remained fixed on him, watching with an unblinking gaze that made the hair on his neck stand up.

Sweat trickled down his back as he bound the last major wound. His remaining shirt hung in tatters, barely covering his shoulders. The wooden creature's massive head rested on the forest floor now, its breath coming in long, creaking sighs.

"I don't know if that helped," Estaria said, stepping back to survey his work. The makeshift bandages looked pitiful against the creature's enormous bulk, but at least they seemed to be slowing the flow of sap. "But it's pretty much all I can do."

He moved closer to the creature's head, settling down cross-legged beside it. This close, he could see intricate patterns carved into what passed for its skull - symbols similar to those on the obelisk, but subtly different. The amber eyes were like windows into the forest's soul, deep and ancient and impossibly alive.

The undergrowth rustled softly in a breeze he couldn't feel. Estaria's muscles tensed as he scanned the shadows between the trees. The shadow-thing was still out there - he could sense it like a hole in the forest's tapestry, a moving blank space where something should be but wasn't.

It darted between two trunks, a flicker of wrong-angled limbs and too many eyes. Estaria's hand instinctively reached for a weapon he didn't have, but the creature made no move to attack. Instead, it seemed content to watch from the edges of his vision, never quite fully visible.

The wooden canine's breathing had steadied somewhat, each creaking exhale less labored than before. Estaria kept his position by its head, dividing his attention between watching the shadows and monitoring his patient. The forest's pulse thrummed through the ground beneath him, stronger here beside the creature.

Time stretched like warm sap as they sat in this strange tableau - the injured guardian, the lost Resonant, and the lurking shadow. The luminescent moss cast its pale light upward, creating odd shadows that made every movement in the undergrowth seem significant. Sweat dried on Estaria's skin, leaving him feeling grimy and itchy.

Another flicker of movement caught his eye - the shadow-thing shifting positions again, testing the edges of their sanctuary. It never fully emerged into view, but its presence remained unmistakable. Like trying to look directly at a blind spot in his vision, the creature seemed to exist in the spaces his mind couldn't quite process.

Estaria watched another flicker of movement in the shadows and made his decision.

"We can't stay here," he said, turning to the wooden canine. "Your... friend out there isn't giving up, and I'd rather not find out what happens when it decides to attack again."

The creature's amber eyes fixed on him, intelligence burning in their depths. A long, creaking sigh escaped its wooden frame, branches grinding against each other as it shifted its weight. The makeshift bandages stretched as the massive form began to rise, strips of Estaria's shirt now stained golden with sap.

"Easy," Estaria murmured, stepping back to give the creature space. "No need to rush."

The wooden canine's legs trembled as it forced itself upright, each movement accompanied by the sounds of straining timber. Its head rose to tower above Estaria, casting a dappled shadow across the luminescent moss. Despite its wounds, the sheer size of the beast remained breathtaking.

"That's it," Estaria encouraged, watching the bandages for signs of fresh bleeding. They pulled tight across the creature's flanks but held firm. "Now, let's get moving before our shadow friend gets impatient."

They set off at a careful pace through the strange forest, the wooden canine's steps measured and deliberate. Estaria stayed close to its left flank, where the worst of the wounds had been. Each step brought a chorus of creaking joints and grinding wood, but the creature's movements grew steadier as they progressed.

The shadow-thing followed, its presence a constant itch at the edge of Estaria's awareness. It flitted between trees, never fully visible but never quite gone either. Sometimes Estaria caught glimpses - a twist of impossible limbs, a flash of too many eyes - but mostly it remained a suggestion of movement in his peripheral vision.

As they walked, Estaria noticed something peculiar. The wooden canine's injuries seemed to be... not healing exactly, but changing. Where sap had flowed freely before, now thin tendrils of living wood were beginning to bridge the gaps. The forest itself appeared to be feeding energy into the creature, like a plant drawing nutrients through its roots.

"You're connected to all of this, aren't you?" Estaria asked, watching another tendril of wood spiral across a gash. "The whole forest is helping you recover."

The creature's response came as a pulse through the ground, a surge of vitality that made the luminescent moss flare briefly brighter. Its wooden flesh continued to shift and grow, the process accelerating as they moved deeper into the forest. New branches wove themselves into the damaged areas, while existing ones stretched and reformed to fill gaps.

Hours passed as they continued their careful journey. The shadow-thing's presence grew more distant, its appearances less frequent. Estaria could sense its frustration - its prey was no longer weak and vulnerable, and any new attack would mean starting the battle from scratch against a fully restored opponent.

Finally, after one last flicker between distant trees, the shadow-thing vanished completely. The absence of its unsettling presence left the forest feeling cleaner somehow, more natural despite its bizarre nature. Estaria's shoulders relaxed as the constant tension of being watched drained away.

The wooden canine stopped, its massive head swinging around to survey their surroundings. Its amber eyes seemed brighter now, and its wooden flesh had knit itself back together so thoroughly that only slight variations in the grain marked where injuries had been. The last of Estaria's makeshift bandages fell away, no longer needed.

"Well," Estaria said, bending to retrieve one of the sap-stained strips of his shirt, "I guess you won't be needing these anymore." He looked up at the creature, managing a tired smile. "Though I have to admit, I'm going to miss my shirt."




Chapter 33: Preview of Coming Events

The forest's strange luminescence had cycled through several shifts of intensity since they'd started walking. Estaria's feet ached, and his torn shirt provided little protection against the occasional cool breeze that whispered through the trees. The wooden creature maintained its steady pace, leading them along paths that seemed to form just ahead of their steps.

"So," Estaria said, breaking the rhythmic sound of footfalls and creaking wood, "we've been traveling together for a while now, and I feel like I should call you something." He stepped over a root that pulsed with soft blue light. "How about... Guardian?"

The creature's steady gait didn't falter.

"No? Alright. Protector?" Estaria suggested, receiving only the continued sounds of wooden joints in response. "Forest Friend? Tree Walker? Bark Knight?"

Each suggestion was met with the same indifference. The massive creature's amber eyes remained fixed ahead, navigating them through the ever-shifting landscape.

"Let's see..." Estaria rubbed his chin, warming to the challenge. "Timber Terror? No, too threatening. Branch Beast? Leaf Leviathan?" He chuckled at his own increasingly ridiculous suggestions. "Twig Titan? Sap Sergeant?"

Still nothing. The creature's tail swayed in its usual pattern, neither acknowledging nor rejecting the barrage of names.

"How about..." Estaria grinned, "Sir Splinterbutt?"

The creature stopped dead in its tracks. Its massive head swiveled around, fixing Estaria with a stare that could have withered an oak. The amber eyes narrowed, and a low, creaking groan emanated from its wooden frame that sounded distinctly unimpressed.

"Okay, okay," Estaria raised his hands in surrender, fighting back laughter. "That was too far. Let me think of something more... appropriate." He studied the creature's bark-like hide and dignified bearing. "What about Woody?"

The creature's head dropped, and its whole body seemed to sag in exasperation. A sound somewhere between a creak and a sigh escaped it, and after a moment, it turned and resumed walking.

"Was that a yes?" Estaria hurried to catch up. "I'm taking that as a yes. Woody it is!"

The newly-dubbed Woody's tail swished in what might have been resignation or annoyance – possibly both. They continued their journey through the living forest, but now Estaria felt more at ease with his companion.

"You know, Woody," he said, ducking under a low-hanging branch that glowed with purple bioluminescence, "it would help if you gave me some hint about where we're going. I mean, I appreciate the company and the protection, but a little context would be nice."

Woody's only response was to maintain their steady pace, though Estaria noticed the creature occasionally glanced at him with what seemed like bemused tolerance. The forest around them continued its constant transformation – trees shifting positions, paths appearing and disappearing, all while maintaining that strange, vital energy that seemed to pulse through everything.

As they walked, Estaria found himself talking more, sharing observations about their surroundings or commenting on particularly interesting forest formations. Woody didn't respond verbally, but its body language became more expressive – tail flicks acknowledging comments, head tilts indicating direction changes, even the occasional grunt that might have been agreement or disagreement.

Lost in his meandering thoughts about the strange forest and his recent experiences, Estaria collided with Woody's suddenly motionless form. His nose smacked against the creature's bark-like hide, and he stumbled back a step, rubbing the sore spot.

"A little warning next time?" he muttered, stepping around his silent companion.

The forest opened before them into a circular clearing. Pale, phosphorescent moss carpeted the ground in patches, casting a gentle glow that complemented the general ethereal ambiance of Streacresh. Unlike the constant shifting of the surrounding forest, this space held a sense of permanence.

Estaria's boots crunched on packed earth as he moved further into the clearing. His eyes traced the obvious signs of previous visitors – a carefully constructed stone fire ring sat at the center, its rocks weathered but deliberately placed. A fallen log, worn smooth in places, curved along one edge of the clearing like a welcoming bench. The ground beneath his feet had been trampled firm by countless footsteps.

"People have been here before," he said, more to himself than to Woody. The realization brought both comfort and unease. While it was reassuring to find evidence of other human presence in this otherworldly forest, it also raised questions about who they were and what had brought them here.

He turned to ask Woody about the clearing's significance, but his attention caught on something else – another obsidian obelisk, similar to the one he'd encountered earlier. It rose from the ground at the clearing's edge, its surface gleaming with the same mysterious allure as its counterpart.

Drawn by an inexplicable pull, Estaria took a step toward it. The obelisk seemed to pulse with an inner light, beckoning him closer. But before he could take another step, Woody moved with surprising speed for something so large, positioning its bulk directly between Estaria and the stone.

The creature's amber eyes fixed on him with unmistakable intent. Its wooden frame creaked as it widened its stance, making it clear that this was no casual interruption. Each of Estaria's attempts to side-step was met with a corresponding shift of Woody's position, maintaining the barrier between him and the obelisk.

"What's wrong?" Estaria asked, dropping his earlier playful tone. "The last one showed me important things. Why can't I approach this one?"

Woody remained immobile, tail swishing in what Estaria had come to recognize as a negative gesture. The creature's usual tolerant demeanor had been replaced by an air of protective authority that bordered on stern.

"Is it dangerous?" Estaria tried again, studying his companion's rigid posture.

The forest's ambient sounds seemed to dim around them, as if the very air held its breath. Woody's only response was to dig its claws slightly into the earth, emphasizing its position as guardian rather than guide in this moment.

Estaria took a step back, respecting the clear boundary being set. He'd learned enough about this strange place to know that its mysteries unveiled themselves in their own time, and Woody had already proven itself a trustworthy protector. If the creature thought he shouldn't approach the obelisk, he would heed that warning – for now, at least.

Instead, he turned his attention back to the clearing itself. The fire ring drew his eye again, and he approached it slowly, noting the careful arrangement of the stones. Someone had taken time to build this properly, suggesting they'd planned to stay a while. The thought of others finding refuge in this clearing, perhaps gathering around a fire while the strange forest loomed around them, sparked his curiosity even further.

He settled onto the smooth section of the log, feeling the worn grooves beneath his fingers where others had sat before him. The wood felt almost warm to the touch, despite the cool air. Behind him, he could hear Woody shifting position, maintaining its vigilant guard between him and the obelisk while allowing him to explore the rest of the clearing.

The space felt different from the rest of the forest – more grounded, more real somehow. While the trees beyond the clearing continued their subtle dance of perpetual movement, this pocket of stability offered a welcome respite from the constant flux. Even the air seemed clearer here, carrying hints of wood smoke from long-dead fires and the earthier scents of trampled soil.

After another failed attempt to move around Woody, Estaria exhaled deeply and turned his attention to making camp. The clearing's worn earth and established fire pit practically invited him to settle in for the night. His gaze caught on several massive leaves drooping from nearby trees, each one larger than his torso.

"Well, if you won't let me near that obelisk, I might as well get comfortable," he said, gathering the broad leaves. Their waxy surface felt smooth against his calloused hands as he layered them together, weaving smaller branches through the stems to create a crude lean-to shelter.

The fire pit's weathered stones felt solid and familiar as he arranged kindling and larger branches within their circle. A brief search yielded flint among the scattered rocks, and soon sparks caught in the dry tinder. The flames cast dancing shadows across the clearing while spreading welcome warmth through the cooling air.

Woody's wooden joints creaked as it moved away from its post, disappearing into the shifting forest. The creature's absence left Estaria with an unobstructed view of the obelisk, but he stayed put, respecting the earlier warning. Before long, Woody returned, carrying several strange creatures that resembled rabbits, if rabbits had iridescent fur and slightly too-long legs.

"Thank you," Estaria said as Woody dropped the catch near the fire before resuming its vigilant position before the obelisk. "Though I notice you're still not budging from that spot."

He cleaned and prepared the meat with practiced motions, skewering the portions on green branches to roast over the flames. The meat's aroma filled the clearing, reminding him how long it had been since he'd eaten properly. When done, the meat proved tender and surprisingly sweet, with an unusual but pleasant flavor that reminded him of honey and herbs.

As he finished the meal, thirst nagged at him. The memory of the watery sap from earlier made his mouth water. He approached a nearby tree, its bark smooth and pale in the firelight. Just as he prepared to score the surface, Woody let out a thunderous sound – half bark, half creak – that echoed through the clearing and made Estaria jump.

Before he could recover, Woody, careful to keep one eye on the obelisk, extended a massive claw toward a different tree. With precise movement, it scored the bark, and clear sap immediately welled from the cut.

Estaria glanced between the two trees, noting subtle differences he'd missed before. The leaves of his chosen tree had slightly serrated edges and a bluish tinge, while Woody's pick bore smoother, greener foliage. He approached Woody's tree, trusting the creature's judgment. The sap tasted just as refreshing as before, cool and clean on his tongue.

"I suppose I should thank you for that too," he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "Though you could have been a bit quieter about it."

Woody's only response was to return to its post, amber eyes gleaming in the firelight as it resumed its watch. The creature's tail swished once in what might have been acknowledgment, or perhaps amusement at Estaria's comment.

Estaria settled back by the fire, his makeshift shelter at his back and his strange companion's solid presence nearby. The flames painted patterns across Woody's bark-like hide while casting the forbidden obelisk in shadows. Despite his curiosity about what secrets that dark stone might hold, exhaustion began to weigh on him. The day's events, from healing Woody to their long walk through the ever-changing forest, had taken their toll.

He removed what remained of his torn shirt, balled it into something resembling a pillow and stretched out on the packed earth, which proved surprisingly comfortable. The fire's warmth reached him even as the night air cooled, and the forest's ambient sounds created an otherworldly lullaby. From his position, he could see Woody's silhouette, still maintaining its steadfast guard between him and the obelisk.

Sunlight filtered through the canopy, casting shifting patterns across Estaria's face. He blinked awake, muscles stiff from sleeping on the ground but feeling more rested than he had in days. The fire had burned down to embers, wisps of smoke curling lazily into the morning air.

Beside the dying flames lay another strange creature – similar to the ones from last night, but with a shorter tail and slightly broader head. Its iridescent fur caught the early light, shimmering with blues and greens.

"Thank you for breakfast," Estaria called out to Woody as he sat up, stretching the kinks from his back.

A soft whoosh of air escaped Woody's wooden frame – something between a sigh and an acknowledgment. Estaria reached for his knife and began cleaning the creature with practiced movements, but something about Woody's demeanor made him pause.

The wooden guardian sat unnaturally straight, amber eyes fixed intently on Estaria's every movement. Gone was the relaxed posture from the previous evening. Instead, Woody's tail remained still, and its joints creaked with tension.

"Everything alright?" Estaria asked, returning to his task. The meat separated easily from the bones, and soon he had it skewered over the rekindled fire.

Woody's only response was to shift slightly, maintaining that same rigid vigilance. The morning light played across its bark-like surface, highlighting scratches and scars from countless battles – including the fresh marks from yesterday's encounter that were still knitting themselves together.

"You're being unusually serious this morning," Estaria said, turning the meat to cook evenly. "Not even a groan at my presence? I'm hurt." He tried for levity, but Woody remained stoic, those gleaming eyes never wavering.

When the meat had cooked through, Estaria made his way to the tree Woody had indicated the night before. The sap flowed freely from the previous score mark, cool and refreshing as it had been before. He wiped his mouth, glancing at his silent companion.

"Still nothing to say?" he asked, settling back onto the log. "And here I thought we were becoming friends."

The clearing fell silent save for the soft crackle of the fire and the strange, distant calls of forest creatures. Then, without warning, Woody rose and moved away from its post at the obelisk. The wooden guardian didn't disappear into the trees as it had for hunting – instead, it circled the fire and sat directly across from Estaria.

Estaria's gaze flicked between Woody and the now-unguarded obelisk. The black stone seemed to pulse with that same inner light he'd noticed yesterday, but now there was nothing between him and its mysteries.

"Wait," he said, a smile tugging at his lips. "Did I have to eat some magical number of forest rabbits before I was allowed to look? Was this some kind of test?" He gestured at the remains of his breakfast. "How many more do I need to eat? Should I have saved the bones for a ritual?"

Woody remained motionless, those amber eyes reflecting the firelight as it stared at Estaria with an intensity that made his jokes die in his throat. The wooden guardian's usual subtle expressions were gone, replaced by an almost ceremonial stillness that transformed the clearing's comfortable atmosphere into something more solemn.

Estaria rose from the log, brushing off his pants and giving Woody one last questioning look. The wooden guardian remained by the fire, its stillness carrying an air of expectation. Taking a deep breath, Estaria approached the obelisk, noting how the morning light seemed to bend around its obsidian surface.

Unlike the previous obelisk, this one bore only a handful of markings – simple, angular lines that barely disrupted its smooth face. He circled it once, trailing his fingers along its cool surface. The stone hummed beneath his touch, but with less intensity than its counterpart.

Settling cross-legged before the obelisk, Estaria closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. He reached for that same awareness he'd found before, that subtle alignment between his consciousness and Streacresh's energy. The forest's ambient sounds faded away.

The world shifted.

Estaria found himself walking through different trees, their branches swaying in a nonexistent breeze. Ahead, a clearing opened up – similar to the one he'd camped in, but larger. Four obelisks stood in its center, arranged in a perfect square. Their surfaces gleamed like polished midnight, each with one marking on them. A 1, 2, 3, and 4 respectively.

Above each stone, ghosts of people from Estaria's past, hovered, looking down at him. The first obelisk, Leona. The second had Orin smiling down at him. The third made his blood freeze and boil at the same time, as Klindon looked down. And the last made his heart rend. Angel looked down at him longingly. Estaria approached the nearest obelisk, studying the ethereal dance above it. He reached out, but his hand passed through the spectral form without resistance.

He tried focusing his resonance as he had before, attempting to align himself with the obelisk's energy. Nothing happened. The stone remained cold and unresponsive beneath his touch. Moving to the next one, he tried again, pressing his palms against its surface and willing something – anything – to happen.

Still nothing.

He circled all four obelisks, trying different approaches. He spoke to them, touched them in different places, even tried pushing his resonance outward like he had during the fight with the shadow creature. The stones remained stubbornly inert, their ghosts looking down at him.

"What do you want from me?" Estaria shouted at the sky, frustration breaking through his usual composure. His voice echoed across the clearing, startling birds from distant trees. As his gaze lowered from the canopy, he noticed something different about the treeline.

A faint luminescence filtered through the branches on the clearing's eastern edge. But it wasn't just the light that caught his attention – the trees themselves seemed different. Their leaves shone with vibrant greens, their bark rich with health and vitality. Flowers bloomed along their branches, and vines spiraled up their trunks with supernatural vigor.

Intrigued, Estaria walked toward this section of forest. Each step brought him closer to trees that seemed to pulse with life itself. The air grew thick with the scent of growth and renewal, like spring concentrated into a single breath. The light between the trees beckoned, drawing him deeper into this unusually vital section of forest.

Estaria stepped between the vibrant trees, drawn by the ethereal light filtering through their leaves. Each step brought new wonders - flowers that opened and closed in response to his presence, vines that seemed to dance with consciousness, leaves that shimmered with impossible colors. The very air hummed with vitality, thick enough to taste on his tongue.

Before he could reach the light's source, the trees parted to reveal another clearing, so small it was barely more than a gap between trunks. At its center stood another obelisk, its surface as unmarked as the four he'd left behind. But where those had been crowned with formless smoke, this one projected a crisp, clear image that hung in the air like a window into another world.

He moved closer, intending to study the image, but the obelisk had other plans. An invisible force seized him, dragging his feet across the dirt. He tried to resist, to plant his heels, but the pull was inexorable. The image expanded, enveloped him, consumed him.

And then he was living.

He was a farmer, tending crops in peaceful obscurity, never knowing the power that lay dormant within him. He died old, surrounded by grandchildren.

He was a soldier, discovering his resonance in the heat of battle, using it to save his companions. He fell the next day to an archer's arrow.

He was a scholar, studying the mysteries of Streacresh, unlocking secrets of resonance through careful experimentation. His research died with him, forgotten.

He was a wanderer, a healer, a teacher, a thief. Each life unfolded in its entirety - every joy, every sorrow, every triumph and failure. He loved and lost a thousand times, made different choices, walked different paths. Some lives were long, others tragically brief. Some were filled with purpose, others with regret.

The experiences crashed through him like waves, each one complete and real and devastating in its intensity. He aged countless years, died countless deaths, only to be born again into another possibility. The weight of accumulated memories pressed against his consciousness, threatening to shatter his sense of self.

Finally, the torrent of lives slowed. Above the obelisk, one final image remained - Terrindral engulfed in flames. He watched himself turn away, abandon the burning world to its fate. The choice sat heavy in his chest, the culmination of a million possible paths leading to this single moment of failure.

Reality snapped back like a released bowstring. Estaria found himself on his hands and knees in the tiny clearing, every muscle trembling with exhaustion. The light still beckoned from beyond the trees, but he couldn't summon the strength to lift his head, let alone walk. The weight of countless lives pressed him toward the earth.

His consciousness wavered, dark spots dancing at the edges of his vision. He felt himself toppling sideways, too drained to even break his fall. But before he hit the ground, something solid pressed against his side. Woody's familiar wooden surface supported him, then carefully dragged him back through the forest.

The journey passed in a blur. Estaria caught fragments of sensation - the scrape of bark against his skin, the shifting patterns of sunlight through leaves, the crackle of the campfire growing louder. When Woody finally lowered him onto the packed earth of their camping spot, Estaria's eyes were already closing.

Sleep claimed him before his head touched the ground, pulling him into darkness deeper than any he'd known before. His last conscious thought was gratitude for his guardian's steady presence as the exhaustion of a million lifetimes dragged him under.

Awareness returned slowly, like morning fog burning away under the sun. Estaria's muscles ached as though he'd spent days walking, and his mind felt stretched thin, filled with echoes of lives he'd never truly lived. The familiar scents of the forest clearing filtered through his senses - woodsmoke, damp earth, and the peculiar sweet-spice fragrance that seemed to permeate everything in Streacresh's domain.

He opened his eyes to find his wooden guardian standing over him, amber eyes reflecting concern. The creature's bark-like hide bore fresh scratches - evidence of the journey back through the dense forest while carrying Estaria's unconscious form.

Pushing himself to a sitting position required more effort than it should have. His head swam with the movement, and he pressed his palms against his temples, waiting for the world to steady itself. The fire had been carefully maintained, its warmth reaching him even through his exhaustion. A pile of fresh meat lay nearby, ready to be cooked, and the water-bearing tree showed fresh score marks where his guardian had prepared for his eventual awakening.

"Thank you," Estaria said, his voice rough from sleep. "For everything. The rescue, the food, the protection." He gestured at their surroundings, encompassing all the creature had done for him.

The wooden guardian's tail swished once, acknowledging his gratitude. It settled into a watchful crouch beside him, those intelligent eyes never leaving his face.

Estaria studied his companion more closely now, noting details he'd overlooked before. The precise way it moved, the calculated positioning that kept both Estaria and the surrounding forest within its field of vision, the careful maintenance of their camp - all of it spoke of training and purpose rather than mere instinct.

"You're not just some forest creature, are you?" Estaria asked, though it wasn't really a question. "The way you found me, how you've guided me, protected me..." He remembered the strange dance of their first meeting, the test of character disguised as a plea for help. "You're no Woody."

The guardian's posture straightened, its amber eyes gleaming with something that might have been approval.

"You're a Sentinel."

The creature's tail thumped once against the ground with definitive emphasis, the sound reverberating through the clearing like the ring of truth. Yes.

The simple confirmation shifted something in Estaria's understanding, casting their shared experiences in a new light. Every interaction, from the moment the Sentinel had appeared in his path, had been deliberate. Even now, its positioning between him and the obelisk had changed - no longer guarding against his approach, but rather protecting his rest while he recovered from its revelations.

Estaria looked up at Sentinel, understanding dawning in his weary eyes. "Thank you for making me wait. For building up my strength first." He rubbed his temples, the phantom echoes of countless lives still reverberating through his mind. "I might not have survived diving straight into that vision."

Sentinel's tail swished in acknowledgment, and the creature moved with purposeful strides toward a covered heap near the fire. With surprising delicacy, it pulled back a layer of broad leaves to reveal an entire wild boar.

A startled laugh escaped Estaria. "You can't possibly expect me to eat all that! I may have lived a million lives in there, but I still only have one stomach."

The wooden guardian's face remained impassive, but something about its posture suggested amusement as it nudged the meat closer to the fire. Estaria shook his head but began preparing portions of the boar to cook, the familiar motions helping to ground him in the present moment.

As he worked, the memory of his vision swirled through his thoughts - the countless lives, the different paths, the weight of possibility. Something tugged at his consciousness, a half-remembered conversation from weeks ago. Brenda's voice echoed in his mind, her scholarly tone tinged with skepticism as she discussed old legends.

"The five tests of Streacresh," she had said, dismissing them as mere stories. But now, with the taste of a thousand lifetimes still fresh in his memory, those words carried new meaning. The obelisks, the visions, the careful way Sentinel had prepared him - it all pointed to something more structured than random encounters in an enchanted forest.

Lost in contemplation, Estaria's hands moved automatically, cutting meat, adding seasonings from his pack, tending the fire. The rhythm of cooking merged with the flow of his thoughts as he pieced together the pattern emerging from his experiences.

"Those weren't the tests. They were inert." Estaria looked over at Sentinel, "I think I'm about to have a hard few days."

A sharp click from Sentinel broke through his reverie. Estaria blinked, looking down at his plate - only to find it empty. Not just empty, but cleaned of every morsel. He stared at the remains of the boar, now little more than bones.

"I..." he began, then stopped, amazed. The entire boar was gone, consumed while he'd been lost in thought. His stomach felt pleasantly full, but not uncomfortably so. He turned to Sentinel with a rueful smile. "I guess living a million lives is hungry work."

The wooden guardian's tail thumped against the ground, its amber eyes gleaming with what might have been satisfaction. Estaria patted his stomach, still somewhat bewildered by the amount he'd eaten without even noticing.




Chapter 34: Leona

Estaria rose from his resting place, muscles still aching from the weight of countless lived experiences. Sentinel stood with fluid grace, its wooden joints moving without a sound. The creature's amber eyes fixed on a path through the trees that Estaria hadn't noticed before, marked by subtle changes in the undergrowth.

As they walked, morning light filtered through the canopy, creating shifting patterns on the forest floor. Estaria's boots crunched against fallen leaves, each step measured and thoughtful. The forest's usual cacophony of strange sounds provided a background to his racing thoughts.

"Those obelisks back there," Estaria said, ducking under a low-hanging branch. "Four of them clustered together, and that fifth one separate." He glanced at Sentinel, who maintained a steady pace beside him. "The fifth one showed me those lives, those possibilities. But it felt different from the others. Like it was preparing me for something."

Sentinel's tail swished in a pattern Estaria was beginning to recognize as agreement. The wooden guardian navigated around a cluster of luminescent mushrooms, leading them deeper into the forest's heart.

"And those four numbered obelisks..." Estaria's voice trailed off as he remembered the ghostly figures hovering above each stone. "Leona was above the first one. Orin above the second. My mother..." He swallowed hard. "And Angel."

The memory of Angel's spectral form made his chest tighten. He pushed the feeling aside, focusing instead on the puzzle before him. "The first obelisk had Leona. Number one." He studied the ground as they walked, piecing together the pattern. "We're heading somewhere specific, aren't we? To some kind of test?"

Sentinel's head turned slightly, amber eyes meeting Estaria's. The creature's movements became more deliberate, its tail sweeping in a precise arc that Estaria had learned meant affirmation. The wooden guardian's claws clicked against exposed roots as they walked, the rhythm steady and purposeful.

"And it has something to do with Leona?" The question felt heavy in the air between them.

Sentinel's posture shifted subtly – shoulders squaring, head lifting slightly. The change was minimal, but Estaria had spent enough time with the creature to recognize its significance. He was on the right track.

The path led them through increasingly dense vegetation, past trees that seemed to whisper among themselves. Streacresh's presence felt stronger here, the air thick with potential. Estaria's resonance hummed beneath his skin, responding to the forest's energy.

Sentinel moved with careful precision, each step calculated to guide them along their chosen path. The creature's wooden form blended seamlessly with their surroundings, yet remained distinctly separate from the forest's wild growth.

"That fifth obelisk," Estaria said, breaking the rhythmic silence of their walk. "It wasn't really a test, was it? More like... a warning? Or preparation?"

Sentinel stopped abruptly, turning to face him. The wooden guardian's movements, usually so precise and clear, took on an unfamiliar pattern. Its tail swept through the air in two distinct motions - first horizontally, then vertically.

"Yes and no?" Estaria ventured, trying to decipher the mixed signal.

A single horizontal swipe followed.

"What does that mean?"

Instead of clarifying, Sentinel rose to its full height and nudged Estaria gently with its snout - an unexpectedly affectionate gesture from the usually stoic creature. Before Estaria could press further, the guardian turned and resumed their journey, leaving him to trail behind with his questions unanswered.

Estaria's mind churned as they walked. Yes and no. The contradiction nagged at him like a splinter under the skin. If it was a test, what was being tested? And if it wasn't a test, what was its purpose? The weight of a million possible lives still echoed in his memory, each one distinct yet somehow blurred together.

He tried parsing it different ways. Yes, it was a test, but no, not in the traditional sense? Yes, it was preparation, but no, not just preparation? Each interpretation felt both right and wrong, like trying to catch smoke with his bare hands.

The sound of his boots against the forest floor changed, pulling him from his circular thoughts. The wild undergrowth had given way to something more structured - not quite a path, but a definite progression through the trees. Looking up, Estaria's breath caught in his throat.

Estaria stepped into the clearing, his boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. Morning light slanted through the canopy, casting dappled shadows across the scene before him. The air held an expectant quality, thick with the forest's living energy.

The flat stone dominated the right side of the clearing, its weathered surface rising from the ground like a ancient sentinel. The mural caught his attention immediately, its details remarkably preserved despite its apparent age. Each line and shadow seemed deliberately placed, telling a story that tugged at something deep within him.

The white-haired man in the mural commanded attention, his profile turned slightly away yet holding an unmistakable dignity. His beard, hanging a foot below his chin, was rendered with careful detail. The positioning of his hand over his heart spoke of deep emotion - pride.

Behind the figure loomed the tower, its black surface capturing an impossible sheen even in stone. A dragon's presence added scale to the scene, and despite his initial uncertainty, Estaria felt increasingly convinced the tower's massive size dwarfed what was probably a large dragon. The logic escaped him, but the certainty remained, settling into his bones like an inherited memory.

"There's something here," he muttered, studying the proud set of the man's chin, the way his gaze fixed upon the tower. "Something I'm not seeing."

Sentinel remained at the clearing's edge, its wooden form perfectly still except for the occasional twitch of its tail. The guardian's silence felt meaningful, as if watching and waiting for something specific.

Estaria reached out with his resonance, attempting to align with the stone's energy. The connection formed instantly, but instead of clarity, his mind filled with chaotic impressions. Colors bled into sounds, memories twisted into shapes that made his teeth ache. The discordance grew stronger as he pushed, like trying to force two opposing magnets together.

His eyes burned from the strain, vision blurring at the edges. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear the sensation, but it persisted. The mural seemed to shift and swim before him, refusing to resolve into anything meaningful.

Frustrated, he began circling the stone. His fingers traced the carved surface, feeling every ridge and hollow. The texture changed subtly as he moved - smooth here, slightly rough there, but nothing that formed a pattern he could understand. The stone remained stubbornly silent, holding its secrets close.

"Fine," he said finally, stepping back and rubbing his temples. The ache behind his eyes slowly subsided as he withdrew his resonance. "Let's try something else."

He turned toward the obsidian obelisk, which stood in stark contrast to the weathered stone of the mural. Its black surface absorbed the morning light, creating an impression of depth that drew the eye. Unlike the confusion of the mural, the obelisk's presence felt clear and purposeful, waiting to be understood.

Estaria approached the obelisk with measured steps, each foot placement deliberate against the soft forest loam. The stone's surface held a familiar sheen, inviting yet somehow distant. He settled cross-legged before it, his back straight but not rigid, and closed his eyes.

Drawing upon his recent experience, he aligned his resonance with the obelisk's. The connection formed faster this time, like a key sliding into a well-oiled lock. The forest dissolved around him, replaced by the earthy scent of fresh vegetables and woodsmoke.

A potato sat heavy in his left hand, a peeling knife in his right. Beside him, Keely hummed as she worked, her weathered hands moving with practiced efficiency through her own pile of potatoes. The afternoon sun warmed his back through his thin shirt, and the wooden bench beneath him creaked with each small movement.

"I told Marcus three times to fix that loose board by the storehouse," Keely was saying, her voice carrying its usual mixture of fondness and exasperation. "But you know how he gets when the weather turns warm. Can't keep his mind on anything except—"

A sharp shout cut through the peaceful scene. Estaria's head snapped up, catching sight of Orin and Silas near the edge of the camp. Their bodies were rigid with tension, faces flushed with anger.

"Wait. I remember this," Estaria muttered, the words feeling strange on his tongue – both present and distant at once.

Orin's response was too low to hear, but his clenched fists spoke volumes. Silas turned sharply, stalking away between the tents with barely contained fury.

Keely paused in her work. "What do you think that was about?"

Before Estaria could respond, the world shifted. The potato was back in his hand, seemingly unpeeled. Beside him, Keely began speaking again.

"I told Marcus three times to fix that loose board by the storehouse. But you know how he gets when the weather turns warm. Can't keep his mind on anything except—"

The shout rang out again. Estaria looked up, knowing exactly what he would see. Orin and Silas stood in their previous positions, tension radiating between them.

Orin's response remained inaudible. Silas turned and stormed away, his path identical to the previous iteration.

"I wonder what that was about," Keely mused, her tone unchanged.

The scene reset. The potato returned to his hand. Keely started her story about Marcus and the loose board. The argument played out again, exact in every detail.

And again.

And again.

This was the test, but what was it. It was just a scene from his memory. He remembered peeling this potato weeks ago. But then he thought about the vision from yesterday, and remembered the resonance memory had Leona floating above it.

The revelation struck Estaria like a splash of cold water. He had been so focused on the obvious conflict between Orin and Silas that he'd missed what the test wanted him to see. Near the communal fire pit, partially hidden by stacked firewood, sat Leona. Her presence was subtle, easy to overlook among the camp's daily activities.

The scene reset. The potato's familiar weight settled into his palm as Keely launched into her story about Marcus. This time, Estaria kept his attention fixed on Leona. She sat close to Orin, their heads bent together in quiet conversation. Her usual warm demeanor was absent, replaced by something more brittle and tense.

The argument erupted right on schedule. Orin stood, confronting Silas with barely contained rage. Their bodies blocked Estaria's view of Leona, but when Silas stormed off, Estaria caught a glimpse of her. She had drawn her knees up to her chest, making herself small against the log she leaned against. The firelight caught the shine of unshed tears in her eyes before the scene dissolved and reset.

The potato returned. Keely started speaking. This time, Estaria strained to hear Leona and Orin's conversation, but the distance and Keely's steady stream of words made it impossible. Their lips moved, their expressions shifted from concern to anger to something like grief, but their words remained frustratingly out of reach.

Frustrated, Estaria tried to stand, to cross the distance between them. His body responded strangely – he felt himself rise, but also felt the solid bench beneath him. Looking down, he saw himself still seated beside Keely, potato in hand. His consciousness had somehow separated from his physical form, allowing him to move independently.

Before he could process this development, the scene reset, snapping his awareness back into his seated body. The potato's weight pressed against his palm. Keely cleared her throat to begin her story.

This time, Estaria stood more quickly. The moment he felt the potato's weight, he stood, letting his consciousness slip free of his body. He moved quickly toward Leona and Orin, their voices becoming clearer with each step. But he couldn't quite get close enough.

He swear he heard Leona say "I can't believe he fell for it."

The potato's weight pressed into Estaria's palm once more. Estaria's mind reeled with what he thought he heard. Were they mocking him? Calling him gullible? Estaria watched as Orin moved to confront Silas, and Leona, curled into herself, eyes damp, didn't seem to mesh with what he thought he heard. Estaria squashed the pain of confirmation, determined to hear it all. If they were going to betray him, he'd hear the whole thing.

The weight of the potato.

This time, he didn't hesitate. His consciousness slipped free, rushing toward Leona and Orin with desperate intensity. The firelight flickered across their faces as he drew near enough to catch fragments of their conversation. But what he heard wasn't mocking. Wasn't cruel.

"...can't keep doing this." Leona's voice trembled, so different from the cruel mockery he thought he'd heard before.

"You're not the only one wrestling with this," Orin replied, his usual gruffness softened. "Been watching that boy work on the wagons, listening to him talk with Keely and Brenda." He shifted, his shoulder pressing against Leona's. "Reminds me of Marcus, sometimes. That same eagerness to learn, to prove himself useful."

Leona reached up, squeezing Orin's hand where it rested on her shoulder. The gesture carried such genuine warmth that Estaria felt his certainty waver.

"I didn't expect to..." Orin's voice caught. "Well, didn't expect to care what happened to him. Thought I was past letting myself get attached to anyone new in the caravan. Especially not someone we're supposed to..." The words died in his throat.

A night bird's cry pierced the darkness. Leona stared into the flames, their light dancing across her tear-streaked face.

"I know," she whispered. "Every time I see him helping in camp, or hear him laughing with the others, I feel this weight in my chest. Like I'm betraying him somehow."

Orin's fingers traced absent patterns on her shoulder. "Leading him to Streacresh..." He shook his head. "Doesn't sit right anymore. Not after seeing who he really is. Not after watching him become part of our family here."

The word 'family' echoed through Estaria's being. He felt the weight of it, heavy as the potato still pressed against his physical form's palm.

"What do we do?" Leona asked, her voice small against the night.

Orin's arm tightened around her. "Don't know," he admitted. "First time I've questioned our path. Always thought we were doing what needed to be done, serving a greater purpose." He prodded the fire, sparks rising like fireflies. "Now I'm not so sure."

The potato's familiar weight settled into his palm once more. Why had he thought he'd heard mocking? Estaria's mind reeled, trying to reconcile the conflicting scenes before him. The cruel words he'd imagined – they had cut too deep, felt too real. Yet here sat Leona, vulnerable and torn, sharing her guilt with Orin by the firelight.

"I told Marcus three times to fix that loose board—" Keely began again.

"Marcus," Estaria muttered. "Who is Marcus?" The name floated through his consciousness, disconnected from any real meaning.

"Orin's son. Oh! I guess you weren't here when he was around, were you."

His consciousness drifted again toward Leona and Orin, their forms bathed in firelight. The tears on Leona's cheeks caught the flames, each droplet a tiny reflection of her inner turmoil. Her arms wrapped tighter around her knees, making herself smaller, as though trying to disappear into the shadows between the flames' reach.

Reset. The potato pressed against his palm.

They had betrayed him – were still betraying him. The evidence sat right before him, undeniable as the weight in his hand. Sure they might have felt bad, but they still betrayed him.

Reset. The familiar weight returned.

Estaria watched as Leona leaned into Orin's comfort, their shared concern palpable in every gesture. Her hands trembled as she wiped away tears. There was no performance in that movement, no carefully constructed deception. The pain etched across her features cut too deep to be anything but genuine.

Reset. The potato sat heavy in his hand.

"I don't understand," Estaria whispered, frustration building in his chest. He trailed off, watching as Leona curled tighter into herself, shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

The weight of the potato grounded him as his mind spun through possibilities. Each reset brought new details into focus – the protective set of Orin's shoulders, the way Leona's fingers twisted in her skirt, the careful distance they maintained from others in camp. None of it aligned with the calculating manipulators he'd imagined earlier.

Reset. The familiar pressure against his palm.

The argument between Orin and Silas exploded on schedule. Estaria barely registered it now, his attention fixed on Leona's reaction. That subtle flinch as Silas passed – it spoke of real fear, real vulnerability. Not the confidence of someone playing a long game of deception.

Reset. The weight pressed into his hand.

"What am I missing?" Estaria demanded of the empty air. "What am I supposed to see?" The potato felt impossibly heavy now, each reset adding to its symbolic weight. The truth lay somewhere between these contradicting scenes, but its shape remained frustratingly unclear.

Reset. The pressure returned.

Estaria pressed the heels of his hands against his temples, the cyclical nature of the vision pounding against his skull like a hammer striking an anvil.

The shouting between Orin and Silas pierced the air. The potato's weight pressed into his palm. Leona's tears glistened in the firelight.

Reset.

He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing himself to take deep, measured breaths. The camp sounds swirled around him – footsteps on packed earth, the crackle of the fire, Keely's steady voice telling her story about Marcus.

The shouting erupted again. The potato sat heavy in his hand. Leona's shoulders shook with silent sobs.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

Was he supposed to forgive her? The thought rose as he contemplated the nature of tests, bringing with it a surge of conflicting emotions. The memory of his mother crushed into a puddle, and the tears she shed. They had wanted him to be a puddle. Right?

The shouting split the night. The potato's rough skin pressed against his palm. Leona curled into herself by the fire.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

Could he forgive her? The question settled in his chest like a stone. He watched her lean into Orin's comfort, saw the genuine anguish in her features.

The shouting came right on schedule. The potato's weight anchored him to the moment. Leona's fingers twisted in her skirt as tears tracked down her cheeks.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

What did forgiveness even mean? Was it forgetting? Pretending the betrayal never happened? The thought made his stomach turn.

The shouting ripped through the camp. The potato sat solid and real in his hand. Leona wiped away tears with trembling fingers.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

No, he didn't think he could forgive her – not in the way that meant erasing what she'd done. But as he watched her huddle by the fire, vulnerability etched in every line of her body, he realized his compassion for her pain was just as real as his anger at her betrayal.

The shouting began. The potato pressed against his skin. Leona's grief painted shadows across her face.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

He didn't hate her. The hurt and anger remained, sharp-edged and real, but they weren't all that existed.

The shouting split the air. The potato grounded him in place. Leona's tears caught the firelight.

Reset.

Deep breath in. Deep breath out.

The betrayal was real. He couldn't forget that – wouldn't forget it. But so was the pain in her eyes, the genuine remorse in her voice as she spoke to Orin.

Both truths existed simultaneously.

He stopped trying to pull the feelings apart, stopped searching for the one 'true' frequency. Instead, he just... perceived the resonance as it was. And suddenly, he could hear it – not as jumbled noise, but as a painful, complex chord. The sharp pitch of betrayal didn't disappear; it was a clear frequency within the resonance. And woven through it, undeniable now, was the deeper, slower rhythm of her grief. They had always been in this wave, interwoven, part of the whole signal. And finally, terrifyingly, his mind and his Resonance could perceive them both, vibrating simultaneously within the single, complicated reality of the moment.

In the sudden silence, he became aware of an absence. The constant background noise of crickets chirping filled the void where Keely's voice had been.

Estaria opened his eyes. The familiar scene of the camp had dissolved, replaced by the ancient stone of the obsidian obelisk. Its surface reflected the filtered sunlight that broke through the forest canopy above, no longer showing him visions of the past.

Estaria stared at the resonance writing, a realization dawning on him. He wasn't aligning his resonance with the obelisk—not exactly. Instead, he was using his resonance to identify the message within the wave, much like he had during the test. He wasn't transported to other places, nor did he experience visions. Rather, he was deciphering patterns within the resonance.

These patterns weren't separate, distinct elements. Just as his anger and compassion were intertwined, so too were the multiple strands of the resonance. They existed together, part of a single, complex reality. And as he considered this, another question arose: did others have resonance patterns that revealed different messages?

Estaria's legs felt weak as he rose from the obelisk. The mural that had caused him such pain before caught his eye, its discordant imagery no less jarring than before. The sight of it made his temples throb with remembered agony, but something pulled him forward.

He approached the image of the white-bearded man, bracing himself for the assault of conflicting messages. The discordance rose immediately, a cacophony of visual frequencies that threatened to overwhelm him. But this time, instead of trying to force the image into a single coherent narrative, he let the layers exist simultaneously.

Pride radiated from the old man's stance as he gestured toward the obsidian tower. Yet beneath that commanding posture lay a deep well of sadness, etched in the subtle downward turn of his mouth. Here was someone who understood the weight of his actions, who saw beyond the immediate triumph to some distant, bittersweet consequence.

The more Estaria looked, the more truths revealed themselves. The old man's hand, over his heart, trembled with an almost imperceptible tension – uncertainty threading through his decisive gesture. His other hand hung loose at his side, fingers curled in resignation, as if accepting an inevitable price.

Though the dragon was the only other figure in the image, Estaria sensed a third presence. The old man's eyes held a particular softness, a look reserved for deep friendship. It wasn't directed at the dragon, but rather toward some unseen companion, someone whose absence spoke as loudly as their presence would have.

The dragon itself carried multiple truths. Its posture suggested both submission and partnership, fear and trust, power and vulnerability. Each scale seemed to shift between light and shadow, depending on how Estaria looked at it.

But it was the tower that dominated the image, both physically and symbolically. Dark obsidian stretched toward an unseen sky, its surface both reflecting and absorbing light. Estaria's head spun as he tried to hold all its contradictory truths at once.

Salvation and destruction coexisted in its jagged lines. Hope and fear twined around its base like climbing vines. The structure somehow managed to embody both future and past, progress and regression, triumph and defeat. Each truth layered upon the next, none canceling out the others, all existing in a complex harmony that defied simple understanding.

The vertigo of holding so many simultaneous truths made Estaria's vision swim. Yet he couldn't look away. The mural had transformed from a source of pain into a testament to complexity, each layer of meaning adding depth rather than confusion.

His fingers traced the rough stone surface, feeling the texture of the ancient paint. The old man's expression seemed to shift under his touch, revealing new layers of emotion – determination, regret, hope, fear, love, loss – all present in a single moment, captured for eternity in pigment and stone.

The obsidian tower reflected Estaria's own face back at him, distorted and multiplied across its faceted surface. Each reflection seemed to show a different aspect of himself, just as the mural held its multiple truths. He wasn't just one thing either – no one was. They were all complex harmonies of contradicting frequencies, playing out across time and space.

Standing there, head tilted back to take in the full scope of the mural, Estaria felt something shift inside him. The ability to hold two opposing truths had been just the beginning. Reality wasn't binary; it was a symphony of countless notes playing simultaneously, each one true in its own way, each contributing to the greater whole.

His fingers fell away from the stone, but his gaze remained fixed on the image. The discordance that had once threatened to tear his mind apart now felt like a complex melody, challenging but comprehensible. Not because it had changed, but because he had learned to listen differently.




Chapter 35: Travelling

Days blurred together in Streacresh Forest's eternal twilight. Estaria had lost count of how many sunrises and sunsets had filtered through the dense canopy since leaving the mural behind. The waiting gnawed at him worse than any immediate challenge could have.

Each morning, he woke expecting to face another test, muscles tensed and mind racing. But instead, Sentinel led him through the forest's winding paths, stopping to rest in clearings that looked maddeningly similar to ones they'd passed before. The monotony of their journey left too much space for thoughts to spiral.

The creature's bark-like hide blended with the surrounding trees as they walked, making it seem like part of the forest itself had decided to accompany Estaria.

They shared meals of forest fruits and clear spring water, when available, each identical to the last. Estaria's dreams replayed the mural's images – the old man, the dragon, the obsidian tower – until he could have sketched every detail from memory. But no new insights emerged from his endless analysis.

The waiting wore on him more than physical exhaustion ever could. His mind raced through possibilities, each more unlikely than the last. Was his understanding of the first test incomplete? Had he failed in some subtle way? Or was this delay itself another kind of test?

The wonders of the alien surroundings lost their novelty, as moments stretched into hours. He caught himself studying the patterns of lichen on tree trunks, desperate for any sign or symbol. Then hours would compress into seconds as he lost himself in memories of the mural's shifting truths.

The incline beneath his feet registered suddenly, breaking through his circling thoughts. They were climbing, the forest floor rising steadily for the first time since they'd begun their journey. Sentinel's claws clicked against exposed rock where the soil had worn thin.

Estaria blinked, really looking at their surroundings for the first time in days. The trees here grew at odd angles, their trunks twisting to remain upright on the uneven ground. Moss-covered boulders jutted from the earth like the bones of some ancient giant. The air felt different too – thinner, carrying unfamiliar scents.

The slope grew steeper with each step. What had started as a gentle rise became a challenging climb. Sentinel moved with surprising grace despite its bulk, finding secure footing where Estaria had to scramble and grab at exposed roots.

Sweat beaded on Estaria's forehead, muscles burning from the unexpected exertion. The physical demands of the climb cleared his mind, forcing him to focus on the immediate present rather than chase thoughts in endless circles.

Branches and undergrowth gave way suddenly, and Estaria stumbled into what he initially took for another clearing. His eyes fixed on an enormous boulder ahead, its weathered surface rising from the ground like the crown of some buried giant. But as he stepped fully into the open air, his breath caught.

The boulder wasn't merely sitting in a clearing – it projected out from a mountain ridge, hanging suspended over a vast expanse of wilderness below. The late afternoon sun painted the eastern half of Streacresh Forest in shades of emerald and gold, stretching toward the horizon in an unbroken carpet of ancient growth. Wisps of mist clung to the treetops, creating the illusion that the forest itself was breathing.

Strange creatures danced through the air above the canopy. At first glance, they resembled bats with feathered wings, but their movements were too fluid, too plantlike. As he watched more closely, Estaria realized some looked more like living leaves that had sprouted wings, riding the thermal currents with impossible grace. Their bodies shifted between animal and vegetable forms as they wheeled through the golden light.

The crisp mountain air filled his lungs, carrying the mingled scents of pine sap and wild herbs. The wind up here felt different from the still air beneath the canopy – alive with possibility rather than heavy with secrets.

"Is this the next test?" Estaria asked, turning to Sentinel.

The creature didn't respond directly. Instead, it moved to the edge of the outcropping with measured steps, its claws finding purchase on the weathered stone. Its massive chest expanded as it drew in a deep breath, yellow eyes scanning the vista below. Something in its posture shifted – a lifting of the head, a squaring of its shoulders. If Estaria didn't know better, he'd have sworn the creature was showing off its domain with pride.

The sight sparked an unexpected warmth in Estaria's chest. He'd grown so accustomed to seeing Sentinel as a guardian and guide that he'd almost forgotten the creature was also a part of this wild place. Here, standing on the precipice with the forest spread out below them, Sentinel seemed less like a mysterious guide and more like someone sharing a beloved home with an honored guest.

"It's beautiful," Estaria said softly, moving to stand beside his companion. The rock beneath his feet was sun-warmed and solid, despite the dizzying drop beyond its edge. "I never imagined seeing it like this."

From this vantage point, the forest that had seemed so chaotic and overwhelming from within revealed patterns he hadn't been able to discern from ground level. Swaths of differently colored vegetation created natural boundaries. Clearings dotted the landscape like pools of sunlight. Even the mist followed regular paths, suggesting hidden waterways beneath the canopy.

A group of the leaf-winged creatures spiraled closer, their bodies catching the light like stained glass. Up close, Estaria could see how their wings pulsed with something between a heartbeat and the rhythm of swaying branches. They regarded him with eyes that sparkled like dew drops before banking away on the wind.

Sentinel's tail swept across the stone in a slow arc, and its claws tapped out a pattern that seemed to echo the wingbeats of the aerial dancers. The creature's usual intensity had softened into something almost contemplative as they stood together on the outcropping, sharing the view in companionable silence.

The setting sun cast long shadows across the outcropping. A sudden flash caught Estaria's eye as light reflected off a crystalline vein in the rock. He turned away, blinking against the afterimage burned into his vision. The dark shape in his mind's eye morphed and twisted, reminding him of that first day in the forest - of the shadowy creature that had nearly destroyed Sentinel.

The memory sent a chill down his spine despite the warm evening air. He turned to his companion, who continued gazing out over the forest vista.

"That thing that attacked you," Estaria said, breaking their peaceful silence. "What was it?"

Sentinel's head snapped toward him, yellow eyes narrowing. The creature's wooden hide creaked as muscles tensed beneath its bark-like surface.

"Will it come back?" Estaria pressed. "Are there more like it?"

A low growl rumbled from Sentinel's throat, vibrating through the stone beneath their feet. His tail began to whip back and forth, scraping against the rock with each agitated swing. The peaceful mood from moments before evaporated like morning dew.

Sentinel's claws clicked against the stone as he paced the outcropping, movements sharp and jerky compared to his usual fluid grace. He stopped suddenly, facing Estaria, and released a series of short, guttural barks that echoed off the mountainside.

The leaf-winged creatures scattered at the sound, their delicate forms dissolving into the dimming light. Even the wind seemed to still, as if holding its breath.

Estaria wished, not for the first time, that he could understand Sentinel's sounds and gestures as clearly as the creature seemed to understand his words. The intensity of Sentinel's reaction suggested this was more than a simple predator-prey relationship.

The shadows lengthened around them as the sun sank lower. Sentinel's agitation grew with the darkness, his tail movements becoming more erratic. His claws dug into the stone, leaving shallow grooves that caught the last rays of sunlight.

"I need to know," Estaria said, keeping his voice steady despite the growing unease in his gut. "If there's danger, I should be prepared."

Sentinel's growl deepened, reverberating through the outcropping. His yellow eyes gleamed in the twilight as he turned his flat face toward the forest below. His claws tapped against the stone - not the usual rhythmic patterns Estaria had grown accustomed to, but sharp, discordant strikes that set his teeth on edge.

The creature's massive form blocked most of Estaria's view as he moved to the edge of the outcropping. His tail continued its agitated sweeping, but now it seemed more defensive than angry, as if trying to keep Estaria back from some unseen threat.

A cool breeze swept up from the valley, carrying the mingled scents of earth and growing things. But there was something else in the wind - a metallic tang that reminded Estaria of approaching storms. He watched as Sentinel's wooden hide rippled in response to the scent, plates shifting and overlapping like armor being tested.

The sun touched the horizon, painting the sky in deep purples and oranges. Sentinel's growls subsided into a series of clicking sounds, his tail movements becoming more measured. But the tension remained in his massive frame, visible in the way his claws remained half-extended, ready to strike.

Estaria stepped closer, careful to telegraph his movements. When Sentinel didn't object, he placed a hand on the creature's flank. The wooden hide felt warmer than usual, thrumming with what might have been anxiety or anger.

"I'm not trying to upset you," Estaria said softly. "But I can't help if I don't understand what we're facing."

Sentinel's head turned toward him, yellow eyes studying his face. The creature's tail stilled, then swept once in a slow arc. His claws tapped out a pattern - three quick strikes, a pause, then two more. It meant something, Estaria was certain, but the message remained frustratingly out of reach.

The crystalline rock caught the last rays of sunlight, sending prismatic reflections dancing across the outcropping. Estaria turned it over in his hands, feeling its smooth facets and sharp edges. The same rock that had momentarily blinded him now felt cool and substantial against his palm, its weight reassuring.

His mind wandered back to that first encounter in the forest, replaying the shadowy creature's fluid movements. Every time Sentinel had lunged for it, the creature had seemed to flow around the attack like smoke. Even when those massive claws should have connected, they'd passed through as if striking at nothing more than darkness itself.

"The way it moved," Estaria said, holding the crystal up to catch the light. "It wasn't natural. When you tried to bite it, your teeth couldn't find purchase. Almost like..." He paused, arranging his thoughts. "Almost like it wasn't fully there."

The dying sunlight split through the crystal, casting rainbow patterns across Sentinel's wooden hide. The creature's yellow eyes tracked the moving lights with unusual intensity.

"But light affects shadows," Estaria continued, turning the crystal to create different patterns. "If we could reveal its true form, make it solid..." He let the thought trail off, looking up at his companion.

Sentinel stood motionless, his usual restless movements completely stilled. Those alien eyes fixed on Estaria with an intensity that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. The creature's tail, normally in constant motion, hung perfectly still.

The silence stretched between them, broken only by the whisper of wind across the outcropping. Estaria held his breath, watching Sentinel's face for any sign of understanding or dismissal.

Finally, deliberately, Sentinel's tail swept once from left to right and back again.

Relief flooded through Estaria. After weeks of traveling together, he'd learned to interpret some of Sentinel's more common gestures. That particular tail movement, he was almost certain, meant "yes."

Dawn crept over the mountain outcropping, painting the sky in soft pinks and golds. Estaria had slept fitfully, his dreams filled with shifting shadows and crystalline light. When he woke, Sentinel already stood at attention, yellow eyes fixed on the path leading back down into the forest's depths.

The creature's tail swept in a familiar "follow me" gesture, but Estaria remained seated on his bedroll.

"Wait," he said, voice still rough with sleep. "We need to think this through."

Sentinel turned, head tilted in a questioning angle. His claws clicked against the stone as he padded closer.

"Down there," Estaria gestured toward the forest canopy below, "it's so dim we can barely see. If one of those shadow creatures attacks again, we'll be at a disadvantage."

The morning light caught a nearby crystal vein in the rock, sending prismatic patterns dancing across Sentinel's wooden hide. Estaria reached out, catching some of the reflected light in his palm.

"See? Light makes shadows solid, gives them form. But we need something we can carry with us."

Sentinel's tail swished back and forth, then he lowered his massive form to the ground beside Estaria. The gesture felt deliberate, like a teacher settling in for a lesson.

Estaria pulled out his water flask, holding it up to catch the sunlight. The metal surface reflected weakly, creating only a dull gleam.

"Not bright enough," he muttered, setting it aside. He dug through his pack, pulling out various items - a few copper coins, the buckle from his belt. Each caught the light differently, but none produced the intense reflection they'd need to affect the shadow creature, by Estaria's estimation.

Sentinel watched with apparent interest, yellow eyes tracking each object as Estaria tested it. His tail tapped rhythmically against the stone, neither approving nor dismissing.

"The crystals in the rock face work perfectly," Estaria said, running his hand along a crystalline vein. "But we can't exactly carry the mountain with us."

He attempted to chip away a piece of the crystal, but it remained stubbornly embedded in the surrounding stone. His knife blade skittered off the surface, leaving not even a scratch.

Sentinel rose suddenly, moving to the edge of the outcropping. His claws dug into the rock face, and with a grinding sound, he wrenched free a chunk of stone with crystal veins running through it. The piece was nearly as large as Estaria's torso.

"That's... not quite what I meant," Estaria said, eyeing the unwieldy boulder. "We need something portable. Something I could hold in one hand while defending myself with the other."

The creature dropped the boulder with a thud that echoed off the mountainside. His tail swept in what Estaria had come to recognize as a gesture of frustration.

They spent the next hour testing different combinations - holding smaller rocks at various angles, trying to create a network of reflections using multiple surfaces, even attempting to fashion a crude lens from water trapped in a curved leaf. Nothing produced the intense, focused light they needed.

Sentinel grew increasingly restless as the morning wore on. His tail movements became sharp and agitated, and his claws left deep grooves in the stone where he paced.

"I know," Estaria sighed, letting another failed attempt drop to the ground. "We're wasting daylight. But rushing back into the forest unprepared won't help either."

He looked out over the canopy below, watching the leaf-winged creatures dance through patches of sunlight. Their translucent bodies caught and scattered the light, creating brief, brilliant flashes.

"Everything we've tried is either too weak to make a difference," he gestured at his pile of discarded items, "or too heavy to be practical." He kicked the crystal-laden boulder, stubbing his toe and cursing under his breath.

Sentinel's tail swept once in agreement. The creature's yellow eyes fixed on the horizon, where clouds were beginning to gather. The silent message was clear - they needed to move on, ready or not.

Estaria packed away his scattered belongings, mind still turning over the problem. The solution felt tantalizingly close, like a word on the tip of his tongue. But as he shouldered his pack and turned to follow Sentinel back toward the forest path, he had to admit defeat - at least for now.

The morning's exercise hadn't been entirely futile though. They understood the principle, even if they hadn't found a practical application. Knowledge, Estaria reminded himself, was its own kind of preparation.

Over the next few nights, Estaria and Sentinel tested different approaches to their shadow creature problem. The forest canopy stretched dense and thick above them, filtering the already dim moonlight into little more than a suggestion of illumination. Even during the day, only scattered beams penetrated the leafy ceiling.

Estaria gathered fallen branches while Sentinel directed him with precise tail movements toward specific types of wood. The creature's knowledge of the forest proved invaluable – some woods burned longer, others brighter, and a few produced unusual colored flames that caught Estaria's attention.

"What about this one?" Estaria held up a pale branch with silvery bark.

Sentinel's tail swept in approval. His claws tapped against a nearby trunk, stripping away strips of fibrous bark that could serve as binding.

They experimented with different wrappings for the torch heads. Some of the forest's unusual plants yielded sticky resins that burned with surprising intensity. Others smoldered more than blazed, producing thick smoke that made Estaria's eyes water.

"The flame needs to be stronger," Estaria muttered, watching yet another torch sputter and dim. He'd managed to create several that burned steadily, but the light they cast seemed weak.

Sentinel observed each attempt with those unblinking yellow eyes, occasionally offering materials Estaria hadn't considered. A thick, waxy leaf that burned for nearly an hour. Dried fungus that caught flame easily and helped spread it to the main torch head. Each contribution improved their designs incrementally.

As darkness fell on their third night of experimentation, Estaria had assembled a small collection of torches. None felt quite adequate, but they represented the best options they'd discovered. He laid them out on a fallen log, studying the different combinations of materials.

"We won't know if they're strong enough until we face that thing again," he said, running his fingers along the smooth bark of his latest creation. "And I'm not exactly eager for that reunion."

Sentinel's tail swept in agreement. The creature had remained notably more alert during their nighttime experiments, yellow eyes constantly scanning the shadows between trees. His wooden hide creaked softly as he shifted position, keeping Estaria within easy reach.

The torches cast dancing shadows on the surrounding vegetation. Estaria watched them move, remembering how the shadow creature had flowed like liquid darkness. Would these small flames be enough to give it solid form? How close would he need to get for the light to take effect?

"At least we're better prepared than before," Estaria said, selecting the most promising torch for his pack. He stored several others in a makeshift carrier Sentinel had helped him weave from flexible vines. "Though I hope we never need to find out if they work."




Chapter 36: Orin

Estaria's knuckles whitened around the makeshift torch. Every shadow between the ancient trees drew his attention, every rustle of leaves made him pause. The weapon felt reassuring in his grip, even as he chided himself for his paranoia.

"It's been weeks," he muttered, adjusting the pack that had grown heavier with their collection of experimental torches. "No creature would stalk prey that long."

Sentinel's wooden hide creaked as they walked, the sound mixing with birdsong and the gentle whisper of wind through leaves. The forest's familiar scents - earth, decay, and the sweet tang of unusual flowers - filled each breath. Shafts of sunlight pierced the canopy, creating patches of warmth on Estaria's skin as they walked.

His feet found the path automatically now, stepping over roots and avoiding the clusters of mushrooms that Sentinel had shown him were poisonous. The routine had become so familiar that he almost collided with Sentinel when the creature halted abruptly.

The dense forest suddenly gave way to open sky. Estaria blinked, his eyes adjusting to the brightness. Unlike the previous clearing with its elaborate mural, this glade was stark and simple. Tall grass swayed in the breeze, dotted with small white flowers. At its center stood another obsidian obelisk, its surface gleaming in the direct sunlight.

The number '2' caught his eye immediately, the resonance writing seeming to shimmer and shift as he looked at it. The marking stirred something in his memory - the vision of five stones, each representing someone from his past.

A heavy thud behind him made him turn. Sentinel had settled across the path they'd arrived on, massive form effectively blocking any retreat. The creature's yellow eyes met his, unblinking and expectant.

"Really?" Estaria sighed, studying Sentinel's positioning. "That's a bit obvious, isn't it?"

Sentinel's tail swept once, decisively. The message was clear - forward was the only option.

Estaria shifted the torch to his other hand, wiping sweaty palms on his trousers. The glade felt exposed after so long under the forest canopy. Wind touched his face, carrying the sweet scent of the white flowers. Birds called in the distance, their songs somehow muted compared to the forest proper.

His boots crushed grass as he approached the obelisk. Unlike the first one, this stone stood alone - no convenient stumps for resting, no murals to study. Just the singular black pillar rising from the earth like an accusing finger.

The surface looked smoother than the previous obelisk, almost glassy. Estaria could see his reflection distorted in its surface - tired eyes, clothes showing wear from weeks of forest travel. He'd lost weight, he realized, his face looking leaner than he remembered.

"I don't suppose you'll tell me what to expect this time?" he called back to Sentinel.

The creature's only response was to settle more firmly across the path, claws digging into the earth.

"Didn't think so." Estaria set his pack down carefully, keeping the torch in hand. After the last obelisk's visions, he wasn't taking any chances. The memory of being trapped in Leona's test still felt raw, like pressing on a fresh bruise.

The number '2' drew his attention again. The resonance writing seemed to pulse faintly, as though responding to his proximity. Or perhaps responding to his own resonance? He still understood so little about how it all worked.

Estaria sat cross-legged before the obelisk, and started reading the resonance memories the Obelisk contained.

The acrid smell of smoke jolted Estaria's eyes open. A small flame flickered through the underbrush at the clearing's edge, tongues of orange dancing against the green foliage. His heart thundered in his chest as he scanned for Sentinel, but the guardian had vanished.

He scrambled to his feet, leaves and grass clinging to his clothes. The few heartbeats it took to cross the clearing were enough for the fire to grow exponentially, its heat now a physical force pushing against him. The flames reached higher, consuming branches and leaves with frightening speed. Sweat beaded on his forehead, both from exertion and the intense heat.

Dropping to his knees, Estaria clawed at the earth, rich soil breaking apart under his fingers. The ground was surprisingly dry despite the forest's usual dampness. As he gathered a handful of dirt, a familiar voice cut through the crackle of burning wood.

"It's too late for smothering," Orin said. "You need to try to isolate the blaze."

Estaria's mind raced with questions - how was Orin here? Was this another vision? But the heat of the fire felt too real, too immediate for philosophical debates. The flames were spreading faster than any natural fire should, already threatening to engulf the nearby trees.

His hands found his knife, and he attacked the undergrowth with desperate intensity. Branches snapped under his blade, thorns catching and tearing at his sleeves. The smoke burned his eyes and throat as he worked, creating a barrier between the fire and the rest of the forest. Sweat ran down his back, his muscles screaming as he hacked away anything that could feed the flames.

Dead leaves and fallen branches flew behind him as he cleared the ground. The fire roared louder, as if angry at his interference. Heat pressed against his face, making it harder to breathe with each passing moment. His lungs burned, but he couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop. Not with the memory of another fire, another failure, still haunting his dreams.

The knife grew slick in his grip as he continued to work, the blade catching on particularly stubborn vines. The clearing's peaceful atmosphere had transformed into a hellscape of orange light and choking smoke. Through watering eyes, he could make out Orin's form, standing unnaturally still amid the chaos.

Time seemed to stretch and compress simultaneously as he fought to contain the blaze. His world narrowed to the rhythm of cut, clear, move forward. Each breath came harder than the last, the smoke now a thick curtain around him. But he pressed on, driven by the urgent need to stop this fire before it could spread, before it could become another Appledale.

The heat was unbearable now, his skin feeling tight and burned despite his distance from the flames. His arms ached from the repetitive motion of cutting and clearing, but he couldn't allow himself to slow down. Not with the fire still growing, still threatening to consume everything in its path.

A branch above cracked ominously, weakened by the flames. Estaria barely managed to dodge as it crashed down beside him, sending up a shower of sparks. The burning wood landed exactly where he'd been standing moments before, its impact sending embers dancing through the air like malevolent fireflies.

"Too late, you need to run. There was a river back east. You can get there!" Orin's voice cut through the roar of flames.

Estaria spun eastward, his legs carrying him through the burning forest. The smoke made his eyes water, and each breath burned in his lungs. Behind him, the fire moved with unnatural speed, consuming everything in its path. The heat pressed against his back like a physical force.

Branches whipped past his face as he ran. The forest floor, usually treacherous with roots and undergrowth, seemed oddly clear. Through the haze of smoke and fear, he caught glimpses of Orin somehow twenty feet ahead, gesturing urgently.

"Just a bit more, you're almost there!" Orin called, his voice carrying clearly despite the inferno's roar.

Estaria lowered his head and pushed harder, his muscles screaming in protest. Sweat ran down his face, mixing with tears from the smoke. The fire kept pace, matching his speed with terrifying precision. The flames danced at the edge of his vision, reaching for him with hungry fingers.

Minutes stretched as he ran, each step becoming harder than the last. But something nagged at the back of his mind, cutting through the panic. His thoughts, clouded by fear and exhaustion, slowly began to clear.

There wasn't a river to the east.

The realization hit him like a physical blow. He'd spent weeks in this forest with Sentinel. The river lay to the south, not east. His pace slowed as another thought surfaced - how had Orin gotten ahead of him? The older man had been behind him when the fire started.

Estaria's feet stopped moving. The raging inferno closed the distance with disturbing speed, but his mind raced faster. The unnaturally clear path. Orin's voice carrying perfectly through the roar of flames. The fire's impossible speed.

He stood his ground as the wall of fire bore down on him, his heart thundering in his chest. The heat was overwhelming, the smoke thick enough to choke on, but something felt wrong about all of this.

Orin's desperate calls echoed from ahead. "Come on! You're almost there!" Through the smoke and flames, his figure waved urgently, beckoning Estaria forward.

Estaria approached slowly, his mind finally clear despite the inferno raging around him. "There's no river east," he said, voice rough from smoke. "The river is south."

Orin's form flickered like a mirage and vanished. In that same instant, the fire surged forward, engulfing Estaria in a wave of searing heat. His scream tore through the roar of flames as agony consumed every inch of his body. The pain was beyond anything he'd imagined possible - his flesh bubbling, melting away from bone. Whatever illusion had conjured Orin, this fire burned with terrible reality.

His legs gave way, and he collapsed into the burning undergrowth. The world became nothing but pain and the acrid stench of his own burning flesh. Through it all, his mind remained horribly, perfectly conscious, registering every excruciating moment until darkness finally claimed him.

The transition was jarring. One moment he burned, the next he sat cross-legged before the obsidian obelisk. His clothes were intact, his skin whole, but phantom pain still crawled across his body. The memory of burning was so vivid he could taste ash on his tongue, feel the heat blistering his skin.

Something wasn't right. The smoke filling his nostrils wasn't just a lingering memory. His eyes snapped open, darting around the glade. Sentinel had vanished. At the clearing's edge, angry orange flames were just beginning to catch in the underbrush, sending tendrils of dark smoke curling into the air.

Estaria pushed himself to his feet, muscles protesting from sitting so long. The acrid smoke stung his nostrils as he turned toward the growing flames at the clearing's edge. His heart raced, but his mind remained clear. The fire spread with unnatural speed, consuming the underbrush with frightening efficiency.

A movement caught his eye. There stood Orin, exactly where he'd appeared in the vision, his form solid and real in the growing haze of smoke.

"Too late for smothering. You need to isolate the fire so it can't spread," Orin called out, gesturing urgently toward the knife at Estaria's belt.

Instead of drawing his blade, Estaria dropped to his knees, fingers digging into the rich forest soil. The earth felt cool and damp beneath the surface, despite the growing heat of the flames. He ignored Orin's increasingly frantic instructions to start cutting the underbrush, focusing instead on gathering handfuls of dirt.

The soil scattered across the flames, but the fire merely danced around it, growing higher and hotter. Sweat trickled down Estaria's back as he worked, the heat pressing against his face like a physical wall. More dirt followed, yet the flames seemed to mock his efforts, spreading faster than he could throw.

"It's not working!" Orin's voice cut through the roar of the fire. "There's a river back east, you can make it!"

Estaria's legs burned as he pushed himself up, but instead of following Orin's direction, he turned south. The heat chased him as he ran, branches whipping past his face. The fire pursued with impossible speed, consuming everything in its path. Smoke filled his lungs, making each breath a struggle.

Trees blurred past as he ran southward, searching for the river he knew should be there. But the familiar landmarks were gone, transformed by the inferno into an alien landscape of flame and shadow. His legs carried him forward, even as doubt crept in. Where was the river? He should have reached it by now.

Through the smoke ahead, Orin's figure appeared again. "You're almost there!"

Estaria skidded to a halt, chest heaving. The wall of flame bore down on him, close enough that he could feel his skin beginning to blister. He planted his feet firmly on the ground, muscles tensing as he waited for the inevitable.

He'd learned this lesson before. Running wouldn't save him.

The fire surged forward, and agony consumed him.

Estaria sat before the obsidian obelisk, his entire body trembling with phantom pain. The memory of flames consuming his flesh remained vivid, raw, and visceral. Smoke tickled his nostrils - not memory this time, but real. He knew without looking that flames would be licking at the clearing's edge once again.

His mind raced through his previous attempts. Following Orin's instructions had led to death by fire. Rejecting them completely had yielded the same result. The problem wasn't the instructions - it was his approach. He knew nothing about fighting fires, but he did know about fighting shadows.

The thought struck him like lightning. The shadow creature that had attacked Sentinel - they'd theorized that enough light would make it solid. Could the opposite be true? Could enough light cast shadows deep enough to extinguish the fire?

His shoulders slumped in defeat. Where would he find light that bright in a burning forest? His arm brushed against something at his hip, and the touch of Angel's dagger sparked a memory.

He was back in the cabin, grief-stricken and screaming at the sky. The dagger had blazed with an unnatural light, brighter than anything he'd ever seen. The memory was so clear it made his chest ache.

With trembling fingers, Estaria drew the dagger. Heat pressed against his back as the fire grew closer, but he forced himself to remain seated. He held the blade out before him, positioning it so his shadow would fall across the approaching flames.

Drawing a deep breath, Estaria reached for his resonance, aligning it with the dagger. The connection formed instantly, but this was different from anything he'd experienced before. All the grief, rage, and loss he'd poured into the blade over countless nights came rushing back.

The pain drove him to the ground. Angel's face filled his mind - her smile, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed. The future they'd planned together. Their unborn child. Each memory cut deeper than any blade.

Tears streamed down his face as the dagger began to glow. The light grew steadily brighter, feeding off his pain, his loss, his love. It blazed like a fallen star, casting everything in harsh relief.

Behind him, the roar of flames suddenly ceased. The oppressive heat vanished, leaving only the cool forest air against his skin. Through his tears, he heard footsteps approaching.

"Remember when I taught you to sharpen a knife?" Orin's voice came from behind him. "Remember what I said?"

Estaria gasped through his sobs, the words coming between ragged breaths. "Don't do it like that. Your hands aren't my hands. Find your own rhythm."

Estaria sat before the obsidian obelisk, his breath coming in ragged gasps as the vision's intensity faded. The phantom sensation of flames licking his skin diminished with each passing moment, replaced by the forest's familiar coolness. His fingers traced the sheathed dagger at his hip, feeling the familiar weight that carried so much of his buried grief.

The clearing remained peaceful, undisturbed by fire or smoke. Sentinel stood guard at the edge, his bark-like form nearly invisible against the forest's backdrop. The creature's yellow eyes tracked every subtle movement, watching with that peculiar mix of protectiveness and evaluation that had become familiar during their time together.

Tears continued to stream down Estaria's face, but the crushing weight of remembered loss began to ease. He'd poured so much pain into the dagger over those long, dark nights - all the grief for Angel, their unborn child, the future they'd never have. That pain still lived in the blade, a constant companion he carried at his hip.

His hand wrapped around the dagger's hilt, and the familiar ache bloomed in his chest. Not the sharp, overwhelming agony of fresh grief, but something deeper and more permanent. Like scar tissue that pulled with every movement, a reminder of wounds that had healed but would never truly fade.

The forest's ambient sounds filtered back into his awareness - leaves rustling in the gentle breeze, distant bird calls, the soft clicking of Sentinel's claws against stone as the creature shifted position. The normalcy of these sounds helped ground him in the present moment, pulling him further from the vision's lingering effects.

Wiping his eyes with his sleeve, Estaria drew in a deep breath of the forest's rich air. Pine needles, damp earth, and something uniquely alive filled his lungs, washing away the remembered scent of smoke and burning flesh. His legs felt steady as he pushed himself to his feet, though exhaustion pulled at every muscle.




Chapter 37: It's Back!

Days melted together as Estaria and Sentinel traversed the living forest. The crushing weight of the second obelisk's trial gradually lifted, replaced by an unexpected ease between them. Their journey settled into a comfortable rhythm - walking, resting, sharing meals of forest-provided sustenance.

Sentinel's movements became less rigid, more fluid. The creature's bark-like exterior sometimes rippled in what Estaria swore was amusement at his occasional stumbles or muttered comments. Once, when Estaria tripped over an exposed root and landed face-first in a patch of moss, Sentinel made a sound suspiciously like a choked laugh - a mix between a clicking and wheezing that ended in what could only be described as a snort.

They developed silent methods of communication. A tilt of Sentinel's head indicated danger. Two taps of his claws meant rest. Three quick clicks suggested food or water nearby. Estaria found himself responding in kind - a raised hand to request a pause, a subtle gesture to point out interesting flora.

During their breaks, Estaria practiced with his resonance, feeling how it interacted with the forest's energy. Sentinel watched these sessions with keen interest, yellow eyes tracking every subtle shift in the surrounding vegetation.

But beneath this growing companionship, something nagged at Estaria's thoughts. The memory of using Angel's dagger during the vision haunted him in odd moments. He often found himself pulling it from its sheath, studying its familiar lines in the dappled forest light.

The blade felt different in the test. Not physically - it still carried the same weight, the same balance he'd known for so long. But something about its essence had shifted. Where once it had been a vessel for his grief, now it felt... hollow. Empty. Like a cup waiting to be filled.

During one of their rest stops, Estaria sat cross-legged on a fallen log, the dagger laid across his palms. Sentinel reclined nearby, claws idly tapping patterns into the forest floor. The afternoon sun filtered through the canopy, casting shifting shadows across the blade's surface.

Every time Estaria thought about the moment where he created the light in the vision he could swear connection to the dagger had changed. Instead of holding his pain, the blade seemed to hunger for... something else.

Sentinel must have noticed his preoccupation. The creature moved closer, yellow eyes fixed on the dagger. Its head tilted in that now-familiar expression of curiosity, claws clicking against each other in a questioning pattern.

"I don't understand it either," Estaria said, turning the blade to catch the light. "It's like... like it was never meant to hold what I put into it. All those nights spent pouring my grief into it, and now I wonder . . . "

Sentinel made a low rumbling sound, neither approval nor disagreement. Just acknowledgment.

The forest around them continued its eternal dance - leaves rustling, branches swaying, life flowing in endless cycles. Estaria sheathed the dagger, but its presence at his hip felt different now. No longer a comfort of familiar pain, but a question waiting to be answered.

As they resumed their journey, Estaria found his hand straying to the dagger's hilt more often. The weapon's nature didn't actually change, but the memory of the hollowness increasingly filled his thoughts.

The days continued their peaceful progression. Sentinel led them through the forest's shifting paths, always seeming to know their destination even when Estaria lost all sense of direction. They shared meals of small game that Estaria didn't recognize, root vegetables that tasted like flesh, and blood red tree sap that Estaria was proudly learning to identify with skill. They rested in patches of sunlight, when some broke through the canopy, and slowly made their way deeper into Streacresh's domain.

The dagger's weight at Estaria's hip drew his attention once again as they walked through a particularly dense section of the forest. Towering trees creaked overhead, their branches forming a thick canopy that filtered the sunlight into ethereal patterns on the moss-covered ground. The familiar resonance of the forest thrummed around him - a constant symphony of life and energy that he'd grown accustomed to over their journey.

But something shifted in that symphony. A discordant note that made him pause mid-step. His hand instinctively gripped Sentinel's bark-like shoulder, halting their progress.

Sentinel's head tilted, yellow eyes fixed on Estaria's face. The creature's claws clicked together in their now-familiar pattern of inquiry.

Estaria closed his eyes, focusing on the dual sensations of his physical hearing and resonance perception. The forest's normal sounds continued - rustling leaves, distant bird calls, the soft padding of small creatures. But in the resonance... there was emptiness. A void that moved through the forest's energy like a bubble in water.

"Wait," Estaria whispered, though Sentinel hadn't moved. "There's something..."

The void shifted, sliding through the forest's resonance pattern like oil through water. The sensation tugged at Estaria's memory - he'd felt this before, somewhere. The complete absence of resonance amid the forest's vibrant energy field was familiar, yet the specific memory danced just beyond his grasp.

Sentinel's posture changed, becoming more alert. The creature's yellow eyes scanned their surroundings, claws spreading slightly against the forest floor. A low rumble emerged from its throat - not quite a warning, but a sound of focused attention.

Sentinel's growl triggered Estaria's memory. The shadow creature - the same one that had attacked Sentinel during their first meeting. The absence in the resonance matched perfectly with the creature's presence that day.

Sentinel's growl deepened, reverberating through the forest floor. Estaria's hand moved to his pack, fingers finding the collection of makeshift torches they'd crafted during their rest on the mountain outcropping. Each one bore different materials - some wrapped with moss soaked in tree sap, others covered in crushed luminescent fungi they'd gathered from the forest floor, and a few sporting crystalline fragments that seemed to hold their own inner light.

"Be ready," Estaria whispered, positioning himself back-to-back with Sentinel. "This is going to get messy."

The void in the resonance circled them, its movement creating ripples in the forest's energy field. Leaves rustled without wind, and shadows deepened where none should exist. Estaria pulled out the first torch - one wrapped with the glowing fungi - and held it ready.

Sentinel's claws clicked against the ground in a pattern Estaria now recognized as battle-ready. The creature's yellow eyes tracked something Estaria couldn't yet see, head moving in smooth, predatory motions.

The forest's ambient sounds faded, replaced by an unnatural silence that pressed against Estaria's ears. Even the constant thrum of resonance seemed muted, as if the very essence of the forest held its breath.

The void shifted again, and this time, Estaria caught a glimpse of something darker than shadow moving between the trees. It flowed like liquid night, absorbing what little light filtered through the canopy. Where it passed, the moss-covered ground seemed to dim, as if the very life was being drawn from it.

The shadow creature slid closer, its form becoming more distinct against the forest backdrop. It moved with the same fluid grace Estaria remembered, but now he could see more details - the way it seemed to absorb not just light, but the very essence of the forest itself. Where it touched, the resonance didn't just diminish - it disappeared entirely.

Sentinel's claws scraped against the ground, creating a sound like stone against wood. The creature's yellow eyes narrowed, tracking the shadow's movement with predatory focus.

Sentinel's yellow eyes darted back and forth, struggling to track the shadow creature's movements. With unexpected grace for something so large, Sentinel launched into an attack. His massive form moved with fluid precision, but his jaws snapped shut on nothing but air. The shadow creature flowed around him like water around a stone.

Estaria's hands trembled slightly as he lit the first torch. The glowing fungi cast an eerie blue-green light that seemed to make the shadows deeper rather than dispelling them. The shadow creature danced around Sentinel, its form splitting and rejoining like ink dropped in water. Sometimes it appeared to exist in multiple places at once, making it impossible to tell which was real.

Heart pounding, Estaria charged forward, waving the torch in wild arcs. The shadow creature paused in its assault on Sentinel, turning what might have been its attention toward the new threat. The fungal light passed through it without effect, as if the torch were illuminating empty air. The creature's form remained as dark and impenetrable as before.

Estaria thrust the torch forward again, but the shadow creature's fluid movements threw off his aim. The burning fungi scraped against Sentinel's bark-like hide. Sentinel let out a surprised bark of pain and irritation, jumping sideways away from both friend and foe. Small scorch marks marred his wooden exterior where the torch had struck.

"Sorry!" Estaria retreated several steps, teeth clenched in frustration. The complete failure of the fungal torch sent a chill down his spine. If this didn't work...

But he couldn't let himself think that way. With trembling fingers, he pulled out the second torch - this one wrapped with sap-soaked moss. As he lit it, a nagging idea tried to surface in his mind, a solution he didn't want to consider. He pushed the thought away before it could fully form, focusing instead on the immediate threat.

The torch blazed to life, casting orange flames into the deepening shadows. Sentinel circled warily, keeping himself between Estaria and the shadow creature as they prepared for another attempt.

Estaria lunged forward with the new torch, its orange flames casting wild shadows across the forest floor. The shadow creature twisted away from Sentinel, its form rippling like dark water. The firelight passed through it without effect, neither dispersing nor weakening its substance.

Sentinel pressed the attack, massive claws raking through where the creature's center mass should have been. The shadow split apart, reforming behind him with frightening speed. Its darkness seemed to deepen, gathering itself for another assault.

A pained grunt from Sentinel drew his attention. Fresh cuts appeared along the guardian's wooden flanks, leaking a viscous, reddish sap. The sight sent a jolt of recognition through Estaria - memories of their first encounter with this creature, of Sentinel's torn and battered form.

"No, no, no," Estaria muttered, his movements becoming frantic. The crystal torch slipped from his sweating hands, clattering against a tree root. He snatched it up, nearly dropping his flint in the process. The shadow creature pressed its advantage, flowing around Sentinel's increasingly sluggish defenses.

Estaria paused before striking the torch, and looked down at the 4 torches laid out on the ground.

More cuts appeared on the guardian's form. Sap flowed freely now, creating dark patches on the forest floor. Sentinel's movements grew noticeably slower, his usual fluid grace replaced by labored steps and delayed reactions.

Something tugged at Estaria's thoughts - an idea he'd been deliberately avoiding since the fight began. His hand drifted to Angel's dagger at his hip.

Estaria drew Angel's dagger, its familiar weight now strange in his trembling hand. The blade caught what little light filtered through the canopy, reflecting his own desperate expression back at him. Sentinel stumbled, bark-like exterior torn and leaking red sap, the wounds a stark reminder of their dwindling options.

"Attack now!" Estaria's voice cracked as he reached into the dagger, touching the familiar well of grief he'd stored there. The comfort of those memories washed over him at first - Angel's smile, her laugh, the way she'd brush her hair behind her ear when deep in thought. But then the emotions intensified, growing beyond mere memory into something raw and overwhelming.

The shadow creature paused its assault on Sentinel, its formless mass turning toward Estaria. Something about his connection with the dagger had caught its attention. Sentinel seized the opportunity, launching into a fresh attack despite his injuries. His massive claws tore through the air with renewed vigor, forcing the shadow to divide and reform repeatedly.

Estaria delved deeper into the dagger, past the surface memories and into the core of his stored grief. The emotions magnified exponentially, far beyond anything he'd experienced when placing them there. They crashed through him like waves breaking against rocks, each one more powerful than the last. His knees weakened as Angel's death played out in his mind, followed by the loss of their unborn child, each memory carrying weight that threatened to crush him.

The dagger grew hot in his grip, light beginning to seep from its surface. With each memory he reclaimed, the blade glowed brighter. Using it during the second trial had felt gentle, like basking in warm sunlight. This was different - this was like trying to contain a star in his bare hands.

He reached the deepest part of the dagger, where his most profound grief resided. As the final memories transferred back into him, something else flowed into the emptying vessel. The sensation was alien, neither hot nor cold, but undeniably present.

Pain exploded behind his eyes. Estaria collapsed to his knees, struggling to contain the tide of recovered grief threatening to tear him apart. His body curled forward, hands pressed against his temples as though he could physically hold himself together.

The world tilted sideways as Estaria fell, the forest floor rushing up to meet him. The dagger slipped from his hand, clattering softly on the moss. Through tear-blurred vision, he saw the engraved ferret on the hilt shimmer—then vanish.

A sharp SNAP echoed through the clearing. The blade split in two, each half falling away like broken wings.

Darkness pressed in. But before it claimed him, Estaria saw movement—Sentinel, stepping through the settling quiet.

In the guardian’s jaws dangled a limp form. A ferret. Large. Familiar. Its fur no longer shadow-wreathed, no longer monstrous—just soft, and still.

The same shape that once curled around his arm.

Estaria wanted to speak, to call out—but no words came. The blade had been emptied. The ferret had returned.

And now it was gone.

Then the forest swallowed everything.

Sentinel stood in the silence.

Blood ran down his flanks in slow trickles, sticky and dark. His breath rasped in shallow huffs, legs trembling with the effort of standing. Around him, the forest held still—not in reverence, but in wariness. The battle was over, but the trees had not exhaled.

The body lay beneath him. Just a ferret now. Heavy and warm and still. It smelled wrong. Not of predator or prey. Not of the forest.

Sentinel let it fall to the moss and turned.

Estaria hadn’t moved.

Sentinel padded forward, stiff with pain. No blood. No wounds. But something worse clung to him—like smoke after fire, like rot beneath bark. He lay curled around the broken dagger, its shattered blade still catching the weak light.

Sentinel nudged his shoulder. No response.

He growled, low and uncertain, the sound rumbling from deep within his chest like distant thunder. His yellow eyes scanned the surroundings carefully, warily. There were none of those tall shiny rocks nearby—those strange, angular formations that seemed to draw calamity like moths to flame. Dangerous things only seemed to happen around them, events warping and twisting into chaos whenever those crystalline structures stood sentinel. Why had this happened here, in this unremarkable clearing, where the trees were just trees and the moss merely moss? Streacresh hadn't warned him about this possibility, hadn't whispered premonitions through the rustling leaves or sent vibrations through the soil beneath his claws.

This thing, this shadow, was not prey —it had not belonged in their forest. It carried wrongness in its very essence, a discord that felt out of rhythm with Streacresh's domain. Even in death, it seemed alien, its fur too sleek, its form too perfect despite the violence that had claimed it. Sentinel's nostrils flared, taking in its unnatural scent once more, something that spoke of elsewhere, of otherness, of boundaries crossed that should have remained inviolate.

Sentinel slipped his head beneath Estaria’s arm and lifted. The boy was heavier than he looked. Sentinel took one slow step, then another, leaving the shattered dagger behind.

He would find a safer place.

The forest would not come to them tonight.




Chapter 38: Klindon

Did I die that day? It really felt like it. I remember nothingness. Non-existence. It's a hard feeling to describe, mostly because it's not really a feeling. But just imagine running, full tilt, and then you burst through some bushes but there's no ground on the other side. It hit with that kind of suddenness. The feeling where everything that was keeping you up, just disappeared.

I remember the return of existence. Memories were the first to return, and the crushing pain sent me straight back to non-existence. I bobbed between existence and non-existence for an eternity. Millions of years maybe. But in the end I succeeded in getting a foothold in existence.

It was a long, slow, painful slog back to consciousness, but when I woke, Sentinel was there.

Estaria's eyes fluttered open to a canopy of leaves dancing in filtered sunlight. The memories rushed at him like stampeding horses, but he forced them back using the techniques he'd learned over the years. Breathe. Focus on the present. Count the leaves. Name the colors. The exercise helped him maintain his grip on reality.

Sentinel's wooden face appeared above him, chittering softly. The creature's yellow eyes studied him intently before gently nudging him with its snout. The familiar bark-like texture against his cheek anchored Estaria further in the present moment.

With considerable effort, Estaria pushed himself up to sitting. His muscles protested, stiff from disuse. This wasn't where they'd fought the shadow creature - the clearing was smaller, ringed by different trees with dark purple leaves he hadn't seen before. A small stream trickled nearby, its gentle sound mixing with the rustle of branches overhead.

His hand instinctively went to his belt, seeking the familiar comfort of Angel's dagger. The empty sheath sent a fresh wave of pain through his chest. Another loss. Another wound to patch. He closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe through it. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Just like Leona had taught him.

Rising unsteadily to his feet, Estaria took stock of himself. His clothes were dirty but intact. His pack lay nearby, apparently undisturbed. The worst damage seemed to be to his throat, which felt like he'd swallowed sand, and his empty stomach that cramped painfully.

"How long was I unconscious?" he asked Sentinel, miming sleep by putting his hands together and laying his head on them. Sentinel tilted its head, clicking its claws together in what Estaria had come to recognize as confusion. He tried several other gestures, but the creature either couldn't understand or couldn't communicate the answer.

The gnawing in his stomach and the thickness of his tongue suggested it had been at least a day, probably more. He stumbled toward the stream, dropping to his knees beside it. The water was crystal clear, and after checking for any obvious signs of danger, he cupped his hands and drank deeply. The cool liquid soothed his parched throat, though it did little to ease the hollow feeling in his stomach.

Sentinel watched him carefully, occasionally glancing around the clearing as if scanning for threats. The creature's protective nature remained unchanged, even in this new location. When Estaria finished drinking, Sentinel nudged him toward where his pack lay, clearly wanting him to eat something.

Estaria gathered his belongings with slow, deliberate movements. His muscles still ached, but the water had helped clear his head. After a quick meal of dried fruit from his pack, he felt steady enough to continue their journey.

Usually, Sentinel took point, weaving through the forest with confident strides, occasionally vanishing ahead to scout the path. Today was different. The massive creature hung back, padding softly behind Estaria, its wooden claws clicking against occasional stones. Every time Estaria glanced back, those yellow eyes watched him with unwavering attention.

"I'm fine," he said, though the words came out rougher than intended. His throat still felt raw. Sentinel merely clicked its claws together and maintained its vigilant position.

The unusual reversal of their typical roles meant Estaria had to stop frequently, turning to seek direction from his companion. Each time, Sentinel would indicate the way with a subtle tilt of its head or a gesture with one massive paw. The creature's protective behavior, while touching, began to wear on Estaria's nerves.

"Really, you don't need to-" he started to say, but stopped when Sentinel made a low rumbling sound that somehow managed to convey both concern and stubbornness. Estaria sighed and continued walking. The forest around them had changed since his last clear memory - the trees here grew closer together, their trunks twisted into complex patterns that seemed almost deliberate.

The air grew thicker as they walked, heavy with the scent of damp earth and something sweeter, like overripe fruit. Patches of moss glowed with a faint blue light in the shadows between trees. Estaria's boots sank slightly into the soft ground with each step, leaving temporary impressions that slowly filled themselves in after he passed.

He paused to catch his breath more often than he would have liked, each stop earning a concerned chittering from Sentinel. The creature's protective hovering should have been annoying, but Estaria found himself touched by the genuine concern. After everything that had happened - the shadow creature, the loss of Angel's dagger, the void of unconsciousness - it was comforting to have someone watching over him.

A branch cracked somewhere in the forest, and Sentinel immediately moved closer, its wooden body tensing. Estaria waited, listening, but only the normal sounds of the forest followed - leaves rustling, distant bird calls, the occasional scurrying of small creatures through the underbrush.

"You can't protect me from everything," Estaria said softly, reaching out to pat Sentinel's shoulder. The bark-like surface felt warm under his hand, alive in a way that still amazed him. Sentinel made a sound that might have been disagreement.

They continued their slow progress through the forest. Much sooner than he would have liked, a small clearing opened, with an obsidian obelisk in the center.

Estaria turned to Sentinel, understanding dawning. "You've been bringing me here all along, haven't you? Even while I was unconscious?" The creature's head dipped in what might have been confirmation. "That's why you wouldn't let me rest longer - we were already most of the way here."

The obelisk loomed before them, its presence both familiar and intimidating. Estaria's legs trembled slightly, whether from exhaustion or apprehension, he couldn't tell. Sentinel moved closer, offering silent support, its wooden body radiating warmth and strength.

Looking at the dark stone, Estaria couldn't help but wonder how far Sentinel had carried him while he drifted in that void between existence and non-existence. The thought of the creature's dedication, dragging him through the forest while he was helpless, added another layer to their already complex relationship.

Estaria rested his hand on Sentinel's rough shoulder, offering a weary smile. The obsidian obelisk stood before them, its surface drinking in what little light filtered through the canopy. His legs felt heavy, his mind still fuzzy from his recent brush with nothingness.

"Not yet," he said softly, more to himself than Sentinel. "I need... I need time."

Sentinel made a low, understanding sound and settled nearby while Estaria began setting up camp. He gathered fallen branches for a fire, lined up stones in a circle, and spread his bedroll on a patch of relatively flat ground. The familiar routine of camp-making helped steady his thoughts, gave his trembling hands purpose.

As twilight descended, Estaria sat cross-legged by the small fire, watching shadows dance across the clearing. He'd eaten a meager dinner from his remaining supplies, performed his evening ablutions, and even attempted some light stretches to work the stiffness from his muscles. But now, with nothing left to occupy his hands or mind, rest eluded him.

He lay on his bedroll, trying to catch patches of star-studded sky through the canopy. Beside him, Sentinel maintained its vigilant watch, occasionally making soft clicking sounds that might have been meant to be comforting. But comfort proved elusive as memories of the void crept back, threatening to overwhelm him. The loss of Angel's dagger felt like a fresh wound, raw and bleeding. Fear of what the next test might bring knotted his stomach, while grief and uncertainty tangled in his chest like thorny vines.

Sleep, when it finally came, was fitful and shallow, filled with half-formed dreams of shadows and emptiness.

Dawn filtered through the canopy, casting dappled shadows across Estaria's face. He opened his eyes, blinking away the remnants of uneasy dreams. His body no longer screamed with exhaustion, but a deep weariness lingered in his bones, settling like old dust in forgotten corners.

The morning air carried a mixture of damp earth and sweet decay. Nearby, Sentinel's wooden form blended seamlessly with the surrounding trees, only its yellow eyes giving away its presence. The creature had maintained its watch through the night, clicking its claws softly whenever Estaria stirred in his troubled sleep.

Rising from his bedroll, Estaria went through the motions of his morning routine. He splashed cold stream water on his face, the shock helping to clear his mind. Unwanted memories pressed against his consciousness - Angel's smile, the weight of her dagger at his hip, the haunting dance of flames. He pushed them back, focusing on the physical sensations around him: the rough bark of trees, the squelch of mud under his boots, the cool morning breeze against his skin.

After a small breakfast of dried meat and the last of his fruit, Estaria packed away his camping gear. His movements were mechanical, practiced, giving his hands something to do while his mind circled warily around the task ahead. The obsidian obelisk waited in the center of the clearing, its surface somehow managing to both reflect and absorb the morning light.

Drawing closer, he noticed the number '3' etched in resonance writing on its surface. The marking pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat just below the stone's surface. Sentinel followed at a respectful distance, its wooden claws clicking against exposed roots and stones.

Estaria took several deep breaths, centering himself as best he could. His fingers twitched, missing the familiar comfort of Angel's dagger. Instead, he pressed his palms flat against his thighs, grounding himself in the present moment.

The obelisk's surface seemed to ripple as he focused his attention on it. Resonance memories waited within, like words written in invisible ink, only visible to those who knew how to look. Estaria reached out with his consciousness, not physically touching the stone but connecting with the energy contained within.

The forest around him grew distant as he opened himself to the resonance memories.

The throne room materialized around Estaria, its walls composed of living wood that pulsed with an unsettling organic rhythm. Fleshy, wooden pillars lined the path to the throne, their surfaces shifting between bark and something more sinister. The air hung thick with the scent of decay and growth intermingled.

Klindon sat upon the throne, her posture perfect as always, her dark eyes Sharp and calculating. She wore the same dress she'd worn at the harvest festival three years ago, though now it seemed to writhe and twist against her form.

"It's about time you got here. The last one got here much faster." Her voice carried that familiar edge, the one that had always preceded his worst moments growing up. Every syllable dripped with disappointment and contempt.

Estaria's chest tightened. Even knowing this wasn't really his mother, that this was another test, her presence sent him spiraling back to childhood uncertainties. His hands grew clammy, and he fought to keep them still at his sides.

"You're so weak." She leaned forward, her face twisting into an expression of disgust. "Why do you think you're fit to speak to a god? Look at you."

The words struck deep, finding purchase in wounds that had never fully healed. Estaria felt himself shrinking under her gaze, just as he had countless times before. His throat constricted as memories of similar conversations flooded back - standing in their kitchen, in the fields, always failing to meet her impossible standards.

"I'm not weak," he said, but his voice came out smaller than intended. "I've survived everything thrown at me. I helped people in Appledale. I-" He caught himself listing achievements, falling into the familiar pattern of trying to prove his worth to her. His hands shook as he realized how quickly he'd reverted to old habits.

The throne room seemed to pulse around them, the wooden pillars writhing in sync with Klindon's satisfied smirk. She had him exactly where she wanted him - defensive, off-balance, scrambling to justify his existence. Just like always.

"Helped people? Is that what you call what happened in Appledale?" She laughed, the sound echoing unnaturally off the living walls. "You couldn't even save one person. Not Angel. Not your child. And now you can't even hold onto a simple dagger."

Each word landed like a physical blow. Estaria's breath came in short gasps as he struggled to maintain his composure. The loss of Angel's dagger was still too fresh, the void of unconsciousness too recent. He found himself listing more accomplishments, more reasons why he deserved to be here, his voice growing increasingly desperate.

"I survived the shadow creature. I helped Sentinel. I've passed the other tests-"

"Tests anyone could pass," Klindon cut him off with a dismissive wave. "You're nothing special, Estaria. You never were. Just a disappointment wearing borrowed power."

The throne room continued its unsettling undulation, the pillars creeping closer with each pulse. Estaria's mind raced, trying to find solid ground in the face of his mother's relentless assault. Every defense he mustered felt hollow, every achievement suddenly seemed insignificant under her withering gaze.

“Your father and I used to joke about how easy it was to mold you. You were never a son. Just a resource. We never wanted you. I never kissed you goodnight. I was just glad when you finally shut up and went to sleep.”

The words struck Estaria like physical blows, each one finding purchase in his deepest insecurities. But when she claimed she'd never kissed him goodnight, a memory burst through his defenses with startling clarity.

He was eight, having fallen asleep reading in bed again. Through the haze of memory, he saw his mother pause in the doorway, shaking her head at the familiar sight. She'd slipped into his room, carefully removing the book and marking his place - page six - before drawing the blanket over him. The lamp's flame had wavered as she adjusted it lower, casting his sleeping face in gentle shadows. He'd stirred briefly as she placed a kiss on his forehead.

The realization hit him like a splash of cold water. This wasn't his mother - this was a test, and he'd fallen for it completely. The emotional manipulation had worked because it played on real wounds, real fears. But that one lie had shattered the illusion.

The throne room continued its unsettling undulation around them, wooden pillars writhing like living things. The false Klindon's voice droned on, spewing vitriol and criticism, but Estaria let the words wash over him without finding purchase.

What makes someone worthy to speak to a god? The question settled in his mind, cutting through the chaos of emotion and memory. His hands, which had been trembling, grew still at his sides.

He studied the creature wearing his mother's face. Even now, it maintained that perfect posture, that air of superiority that had always made him feel small. But he wasn't that child anymore.

The question echoed in Estaria's mind, but no answer emerged. His previous certainty wavered as he searched within himself for something - anything - that truly made him worthy of speaking with a god. The silence stretched between him and the false Klindon, heavy with unspoken judgment.

The throne room dissolved around them, wooden walls and writhing pillars fading into nothingness. Wind whipped at Estaria's clothes as they found themselves suspended in the sky, looking down at a vast expanse of land below. Two massive armies spread across the landscape like living ink stains, their formations clear from this height.

The larger force moved with practiced precision, their coordinated maneuvers speaking of experienced leadership. The smaller army seemed to respond always a step too late, their movements reactive rather than strategic. Banners snapped in the wind, though Estaria couldn't make out their insignias from this distance.

Something tugged at his awareness - a familiar resonance, like a chord struck on a distant instrument. He focused on the sensation, following it to its source. There, at the head of the larger army, rode a figure whose resonance sang with power. Every movement of their forces flowed from this general's commands, each position change and tactical shift executed with devastating effectiveness.

The false Klindon's voice cut through his observations. "You could never do this. No one would ever follow you." Her words carried the same dismissive tone she'd always used when pointing out his failures. "You could never be one-tenth the man this one is."

Below them, the battle continued to unfold. The resonant general's army pressed their advantage, their formations moving like water around stone, surrounding and isolating portions of the enemy force. It was beautiful in its terrible efficiency, a display of martial expertise that made Estaria's own combat experience seem childish in comparison.

The wind carried the distant sounds of battle - the clash of steel, the shouts of men, the thunder of hooves. But all Estaria could focus on was that resonance, so similar to his own yet wielded with such different purpose. He watched as thousands of lives moved at one person's command, all that power channeled into the art of war.

The world shifted and blurred around them, the vast battlefield dissolving into confining walls lined with shelves. The sudden transition from open sky to enclosed space made Estaria's stomach lurch. Books surrounded them, their spines faded and worn, some bound in leather that had cracked with age. The air hung heavy with the distinctive aromas of different inks - oak gall, lampblack, and others he couldn't identify - mixed with the musty sweetness of old parchment.

A single candle cast dancing shadows across the cramped room, its flame reflected in dozens of glass bottles filled with various writing implements. At a small wooden desk, hunched over a massive tome, sat a woman so diminutive she needed to sit on several cushions to reach the desktop properly. Her fingers traced lines of text with practiced precision, her eyes darting across the pages with remarkable speed. The resonance emanating from her nearly knocked Estaria back - it pulsed with an intensity that made his own feel like a guttering candle beside a bonfire.

The false Klindon's voice dripped with calculated venom. "She's the smartest person in Terrindral. She's learned to use her resonance." The creature wearing his mother's face curved its lips into that familiar smirk. "You can barely remember what happened a week ago."

Estaria watched as the woman made notes in a small journal beside the tome, her handwriting precise and elegant. Complex mathematical formulae filled the margins, along with diagrams he couldn't begin to comprehend. The resonance around her seemed to enhance everything - her thoughts, her understanding, her very perception of the world.

The world blurred and shifted once more, and suddenly Estaria found himself suspended in mid-air beside a colossal cliff face that plunged straight down into roiling ocean waters. The salty breeze whipped at his clothes, carrying the distant cries of dragons that soared through the air like living tapestries. Their scales glinted in the sunlight as they wove in and out of an intricate network of caves dotting the cliff's surface.

But all of this - the majestic dragons, the impressive cliff face, even the enormous obsidian tower that crowned the precipice - faded into insignificance compared to what waited at the tower's summit. The resonance there pulsed with such overwhelming intensity that Estaria's knees would have buckled had he been standing on solid ground. It dwarfed anything he'd ever felt before, making his own resonance seem like a candle flame beside the sun.

Through the haze of power, Estaria made out two figures at the tower's peak. A man stood before what appeared to be a massive crystalline structure, with a woman at his side. The man's movements were precise, deliberate, and with each gesture, the very earth responded. Trees bent and swayed at his command, the ground itself rippled like water, and the air crackled with barely contained energy.

The display of power brought tears to Estaria's eyes. This was resonance wielded with absolute mastery, with a depth of control he couldn't begin to comprehend. Each manipulation of the natural world flowed seamlessly into the next, creating a symphony of power that made his attempts at using resonance seem like a child's clumsy finger-painting beside a master's artwork.

The false Klindon's face twisted into an ugly snarl, her features contorting with contempt. "Even he proved unfit," she spat, her words laced with venom. "Who are you beside him? A speck. Unworthy."

Estaria couldn't argue. The words rang true, echoing his own thoughts as he watched the display of power above them. His chest tightened with the weight of his inadequacy. How could he, who barely understood his own abilities, who had failed so many times already, who couldn't even protect a simple dagger, hope to measure up to this level of mastery?

The resonance from the tower's peak continued to pulse, each wave a reminder of the vast gulf between what he was and what true power looked like. Estaria felt himself shrinking in its presence, crushed under the weight of his own insignificance.

The throne room materialized around them once more, the fleshy walls pulsing with an unsettling organic rhythm. The creature wearing Klindon's face whirled on Estaria, its movements jerky and unnatural. Spittle flew from its lips as it screamed, "What makes you think you're worthy of what they proved unworthy for!"

The sound echoed off the writhing walls, multiplying until it seemed to come from everywhere at once. The false Klindon's eyes blazed with an intensity that would have sent his younger self cowering into a corner.

Estaria stood still, letting the echoes wash over him. His shoulders relaxed as a peculiar calm settled over him. "I'm not," he said quietly, the simple words cutting through the cacophony.

The ground beneath his feet shifted and squished, but he maintained his balance. Memories of the others he'd just witnessed flashed through his mind - the brilliant general commanding armies with strategic precision, the scholar whose understanding stretched beyond normal comprehension, the master of resonance atop the obsidian tower. Each of them possessed abilities far beyond his own.

But something else nagged at his consciousness, a truth he'd been avoiding. His grief, ever-present but carefully contained, pressed against the walls he'd built around it. For once, he didn't fight it back.

"I'm not more worthy," he continued, his voice growing stronger. The understanding bloomed fully in his mind, clear and sharp as morning sunlight. "Streacresh called, and their ambitions took them elsewhere." The words felt right as they left his lips, each one carrying the weight of truth. "Streacresh called, and I came..." He met the creature's gaze steadily. "I came and they didn't."

The false Klindon's face contorted, flesh rippling and splitting. Its mouth stretched impossibly wide, revealing row upon row of needle-sharp teeth. A howl of fury erupted from its distorted throat, the sound more bestial than human.

But before the creature could launch itself at him, the throne room dissolved. The writhing walls, the organic pillars, and the monstrous being all vanished like smoke in a strong wind.

Estaria found himself sitting cross-legged in front of the obsidian obelisk, his legs cramped from maintaining the position. Sentinel stood nearby, its wooden form a reassuring presence in the quiet clearing. Afternoon sunlight filtered through the canopy above, creating dancing patterns on the forest floor. A light breeze carried the scent of moss and growing things, grounding him firmly in the present moment.




Chapter 39: The Crystal Throne

Seven days had passed since the third obelisk, each one measured in careful routines and precise movements. At first, only small things slipped through Estaria's practiced control - a trembling hand during breakfast, a name whispered in his sleep. By the fourth day, he'd caught himself staring at nothing, lost in memories he'd carefully sealed away. Yesterday, he'd broken mid-conversation with Sentinel, his words dissolving into shaky breaths that weren't quite sobs.

Tonight, as Sentinel led them to a small clearing for camp, his discipline felt like armor made of autumn leaves. The simple act of making camp shouldn't have been this difficult. Yet here he was, fumbling with the flint, his fingers clumsy and uncoordinated.

The steel striker slipped in his sweaty grip, scraping uselessly against the stone. Sparks scattered in wrong directions, refusing to catch the carefully arranged tinder. His stomach growled, reminding him of the uncooked meal waiting beside the failed fire pit.

"Like this," he'd told her, guiding her hands into position. "The angle matters more than force." Angel's frustrated huffs had turned to delight when —

No. Not now. Not this. With a savage strike the flint cracked, splitting into useless fragments. Estaria hurled the pieces into the underbrush. Sentinel watched from the edge of their small camp, its wooden form eerily still in the dying light.

"Fine. No hot food tonight," Estaria muttered, turning to his pack. He pulled out dried meat that should have been tonight's stew, tearing off a chunk with more force than necessary. The bland texture and cold weight in his stomach only emphasized his failure with the fire.

He glared at the useless pile of kindling, mentally accusing them of sabotaging him.

The sound of wooden joints creaking drew his attention. Sentinel settled beside him with surprising delicacy for something so large. Estaria sagged against the creature's bark-like hide, not bothering to straighten his posture as he chewed the tasteless meal.

"You know what's stupid?" he said finally, staring at nothing in particular. "I thought losing the dagger would make things simpler. More organized. I mean, it was just a tool, right?" He swallowed the last of the meat. "But now I can't even start a damn fire."

When the last scrap settled into his stomach, Estaria reached up, and scratched behind Sentinel's ear "Our dogs use to like this. What do you think?" Sentinel humphed in a way Estaria imagined meant "If you must, I'll tolerate it." Estaria laughed and stood. "I'm feeling pretty beat today, I'm going to turn in early." Sentinel's tail waved an acknowledgement.

Things went pretty smooth. His boots were holding up well. The cobbler in Tidalrest had done an excellent job. He could probably get another month out of these before he'd need to address the stitching in a serious way. Somehow, as he was putting the shoe down, he smacked himself in the nose.

Some water, protect the food, "God why am I so tired!" Sentinel said nothing.

He grabbed the bedroll and laid it out, but somehow got it tied in a knot. "How the hell did I even do this!"

His hands trembled. The simple task of laying out the bedroll became an ordeal. Each attempt to straighten it triggered a memory - Angel adjusting the corners, Angel tucking in the edges, Angel's laugh when he'd deliberately mess it up just to see her fix it again. Several times he found himself lost for 10 minutes, just staring.

An hour slipped by, but bedroll remained stubbornly twisted. With a grunt Estaria let it fall in a messy heap. He dropped onto it, half his body on the lumpy fabric, half on the cool forest floor.

Overhead, branches swayed in the evening breeze, their leaves whispering secrets he couldn't quite catch. Something heavy settled in his chest, a weight that had nothing to do with the cold meal or the lumpy bedroll. The next test would be— No. Not that. Not now. He hummed an old harvest song, focusing on each note, letting the familiar melody wash away unwanted thoughts.

Sleep crept over him like a heavy blanket, dragging him down into dreams. Just before consciousness slipped away entirely, he saw them by the willow tree - Angel showing Clara how to weave the trailing branches into crowns while Beth danced beneath the swaying leaves, her laughter carried away by the summer wind.

"Pay attention," she said. Was she talking to Clara or him? He couldn't tell.

The dream crystallized into sharp focus, more vivid than any normal sleep-vision. Resh moved with purpose, his hands dancing through the air as streams of pure resonance flowed around him. The Crystal Throne pulsed in response, its surface rippling like liquid glass before settling into new patterns.

"Well, the oceans aren't leaking, so that's a promising start." Beside him stood Orrisyn, ancient scales shimmering with colors Estaria had no names for. The dragon's vast form dwarfed even the throne chamber. A haunting melody flowed from the dragon's throat - not quite song, not quite speech - yet somehow Estaria understood every word: "The volcano requires our attention. The lava flows remain unstable."

Resh swung onto Orrisyn's back with practiced ease, and they soared into the endless sky.

The scene shifted. Now they stood before a massive tide pool, studying the strange creatures within. "The coral's dying too quickly," Resh muttered. "We need something to maintain it."

Another shift. Desert winds howled around them as they examined crystalline formations jutting from red sand. "The resonance patterns are too chaotic here," Orrisyn's song carried over the wind. "Perhaps if we—"

The throne room again, but different. Thousands of delicate adjustments radiating through its facets. "The northern forests are finally self-sustaining," Resh said, his beard now streaked with gray. "Though I'm concerned about the root systems in the eastern reaches..."

Dawn found Estaria staring up at the canopy, unsure when dream had given way to wakefulness. The weight of what he'd witnessed - millions of years of careful adjustments, each one critical to Terrindral's survival - settled in his chest like a physical thing. Even Sentinel's familiar presence nearby couldn't quite ground him in the present moment.

Orrisyn's voice echoed in his memory - not quite speech, not quite song. How had he understood it? In the dream it hadn't seemed strange, but now...

The clarity struck him suddenly - in the dream, he'd understood Orrisyn's song. Not just understood it, but comprehended it the same way he processed human speech. The realization sent a chill through him. That kind of understanding only came one way - through resonance alignment, just like when he touched the obelisks during the tests. But he hadn't chosen to access them. Hadn't prepared himself. The memories had simply... slipped in.

His eyes darted to the cold fire pit, then to the underbrush where he'd thrown the flint in frustration. His control was slipping. First the simple tasks, now this. He'd spent years learning to regulate his resonance, building walls and channels to direct its flow. If those barriers were failing...

Sentinel stood in the silence.

The human performed his morning tasks wrong again. His paws trembled when they should be steady. His movements lacked their usual precision. Wrong. All wrong. The patterns needed to be right - that's how humans stayed strong.

Sentinel's tail swished against the earth, sweeping away fallen leaves. The movement helped quiet the strange new feelings. Streacresh's instructions had always been clear: guide, protect, test. Simple. But watching the human struggle made Sentinel's wooden frame creak with... something. Something that made him want to steady those shaking paws, to nudge the water skin upright before it could spill.

He shouldn't want these things. Wanting was new. Uncomfortable.

The air around the human felt wrong, like the stillness before a storm. Something was breaking inside him - Sentinel could sense it, the way the forest felt right before the ground shook. The wrongness made his claws click against the ground in agitation. Before this human, such signs would have meant simple failure. Guide them to the test, watch them break, lead the next one forward.

But this one was different. This one had helped when Sentinel was wounded. Had given him a name. Had scratched behind his ears in a way that felt... pleasant.

The next test waited ahead. Sentinel knew that place. Knew its scent of salt and sorrow. Most humans who entered never emerged. Those few who did came out changed. Hollow. His wooden joints creaked at the memory of countless bodies he'd dragged away from that stone.

Guide and watch. Even when the humans screamed. Even when they begged. Even when they broke. Even then no more was allowed. The law was as old as the forest itself, carved into Sentinel's very being.




Chapter 40: Angel

Estaria stumbled over a protruding root. He caught himself against a trunk, the skin-like bark even now felt unnatural. The forest had grown denser, each step requiring more effort than the last. Despite that, Estaria pushed forward, his need to move—to do something—overwhelming the heaviness in his limbs.

"I'm fine," he muttered, though Sentinel had made no sound of concern. The creature's yellow eyes tracked his movements with unwavering attention.

Midday light filtered through the canopy in scattered beams, dust motes dancing in their glow. The forest smelled of loam and decay, of ancient things returning to the earth. Estaria wiped sweat from his brow with a trembling hand, trying to ignore how his fingers refused to steady themselves.

The path curved ahead, winding between two massive trees whose trunks had grown together over centuries. Estaria ducked through the natural archway, and the world seemed to shift. The air cleared. The light strengthened. The forest floor gave way to soft grass that whispered beneath his feet.

And there it stood.

The obsidian obelisk rose from the center of a perfect circular clearing, its surface gleaming like black water. Unlike the others, this one seemed to draw the sunlight in rather than reflect it. Shadows clung to its base even as brightness surrounded it. The numeral '4' was etched deep into its face in resonance writing, the carving somehow deeper and more jagged than on the previous stones.

Estaria's heart leapt into his throat. His feet rooted to the spot as if the grass had wound itself around his ankles.

Angel.

He'd seen her in his vision, hovering above this very stone. Fourth in the line of five, her face—gods, her face—had been the only one among them that looked upon him with love rather than judgment or disappointment.

"I can't," he whispered, though he wasn't sure what he was refusing.

Estaria had spent days trying to rebuild his mental defenses, to reconstruct the careful system of channels that had once allowed him to function normally. He'd meditated each night until exhaustion claimed him, but the cracks remained. His control was tenuous at best, and now he faced a test that would demand everything from him.

The memory of the broken dagger throbbed like a phantom limb. That small piece of Angel, gone. The hollow left behind ached worse than any physical wound.

"I'm not ready," he said, louder this time. The trees offered no response, the wind providing no guidance.

Behind him, he heard the soft pad of Sentinel's approach. The creature moved with unexpected grace for its size, weaving between trees until it reached the edge of the clearing. But rather than stopping there as it had at the previous tests, Sentinel continued forward, crossing half the distance to the obelisk before sitting abruptly on its haunches.

The deviation from pattern startled Estaria from his paralysis. Sentinel had never ventured so far into any of the test glades before. The creature's ears flicked forward, yellow eyes fixed on Estaria with an intensity that transcended its usual watchfulness. If Estaria didn't know better, he might have thought Sentinel looked... concerned.

"Is this one different?" Estaria asked, his voice thin in the still air.

Sentinel's claws clicked against each other, a rapid staccato that Estaria had come to recognize as agitation. The creature's gaze darted between Estaria and the obelisk, then back again. A low rumble built in its wooden chest.

"You're worried for me," Estaria realized. The concept seemed impossible—and yet, hadn't Sentinel carried him to safety after the shadow creature's attack? Hadn't it watched over him during his recovery?

The thought of having even this strange, unsettling guardian concerned for his welfare made something in Estaria's chest twist painfully. It had been so long since anyone had worried for him. So long since anyone had cared if he lived or died.

Angel had cared. Angel, whose test now stood before him like an accusation.

Estaria sank to his knees in the soft grass, the strength leaving him in a rush. His shoulders slumped forward as if the weight of all he'd experienced pressed down upon them. The phantom scent of apple blossoms drifted past, so real he nearly turned to search for the source.

"I don't know what to do," he confessed to the silent clearing. "Every test leaves me more broken than before. I thought—" his voice cracked, "I thought I was getting stronger, but I'm not. I'm falling apart."

His hand reached for the empty space at his belt where Angel's dagger had hung. The absence felt like a fresh wound. He'd poured so much of his grief into that blade, and now it was gone. Released in a moment of desperation. What did that leave him with? Just himself. Just the brittle, flawed person he'd always been.

"I loved her so much," he whispered, the words nearly lost in the rustle of leaves. "How do I face this without her?"

The question hung in the air, answered only by the gentle sigh of the forest. Sentinel remained motionless, a wooden sentinel indeed, marking the halfway point between safety and the challenge ahead.

Estaria raised his head to study the obsidian surface. Unlike the first three tests, he couldn't imagine what this one might demand of him. Leona's test had required him to see past resentment to truth. Orin's had taught him to recognize manipulation. His mother's had forced him to acknowledge his own worth.

But Angel? Angel had never betrayed him. Had never manipulated him. Had never made him feel worthless. She had been the one pure thing in his life, untainted by the machinations of those around him.

And now he had to face her test with trembling hands and a fractured mind, his control slipping through his fingers like water.

Estaria slumped forward, his shoulders dropping as he settled cross-legged before the obsidian monolith. The grass cushioned him, but even that small comfort felt like more than he deserved. The usual preparations - the careful gathering of resonance, the mental fortification - seemed pointless now. His defenses lay in tatters, his control fragmenting with each passing hour.

A cool breeze rustled through the clearing, carrying the forest's ancient breath. Sentinel's claws clicked softly against each other, a distant counterpoint to the wind's whisper. The creature's presence anchored him, however slightly, to the present moment.

Estaria's gaze traced the harsh lines of the numeral '4' carved into the stone's surface. The edges seemed to ripple, as if the obsidian retained some liquid quality despite its solid form. He drew a shaky breath and reached out with his resonance, not bothering to shield himself from whatever impact might come.

The world shifted.

The forest clearing dissolved, replaced by a path he knew better than his own heartbeat. The worn dirt track wound between apple trees, their branches heavy with spring blossoms. White petals drifted on the breeze, dancing in the late afternoon light. The air carried the sweet scent of the orchard, mingled with fresh grass and distant water.

The path to Willow Lake. To their cabin. To Angel.

His chest constricted, the simple act of breathing becoming a monumental task. Each detail was perfect - the way the shadows dappled the ground, the specific pattern of rocks along the path's edge, even the worn patch where tree roots had broken through the soil. They'd walked this route hundreds of times, their fingers intertwined as they escaped the watchful eyes of Appledale.

Tears welled up, blurring his vision. He blinked them away, unwilling to lose even a moment of clarity. The memories rose unbidden - stolen kisses behind the baker's store, whispered promises under starlight, the way Angel's eyes crinkled when she smiled. The path stretched before him, each step a reminder of what he'd lost.

The first step forward felt like moving through deep water. His boots disturbed the loose soil, sending small pebbles skittering aside. The sound was so real, so present, that for a moment he forgot this was a test.

The path wound ahead, each curve and dip exactly as Estaria remembered. His feet moved of their own accord, drawn forward by the inexorable pull of memory. The gentle sway of apple branches created shifting patterns on the packed earth, white petals drifting down like snow.

Another step brought the scent of fresh-cut hay from the neighboring field. The memories crashed through his carefully constructed walls - Angel's laugh as she chased him through rows of trees, the warmth of her hand in his as they watched the sunset, the soft brush of her hair against his cheek when she dozed against his shoulder.

The next step carried him past the crooked apple tree where they'd carved their initials. His fingers twitched, remembering the rough bark beneath them as Angel guided his hand with the knife, her body pressed close against his back. The carving remained, weathered but visible - "E + A" within a crude heart.

The willow came into view around the final bend, its trailing branches dancing in the afternoon breeze. Their sanctuary. How many hours had they spent beneath its sheltering curtain of leaves? Hidden from prying eyes, they'd shared dreams of the future, made plans for their life together. The trunk still bore the impression of countless afternoons where they'd leaned against it, Angel settled between his legs, her back against his chest as they watched clouds drift overhead.

The sound of a door latch clicking echoed across the small clearing. Estaria's heart stuttered in his chest as the cabin door swung open. Angel emerged, radiant in her simple dress, auburn curls catching the sunlight. Her face lit up at the sight of him, that brilliant smile he'd thought lost forever.

She ran toward him, just as she had hundreds of times before. Her feet barely seemed to touch the ground, hair streaming behind her like a banner. Estaria's arms opened instinctively, muscle memory overriding conscious thought.

She launched herself at him with complete trust, exactly as she always had. The impact of her body against his chest drove the breath from his lungs. Her weight settled into his arms, solid and real and impossible. Her skin was warm against his palms where they gripped her thighs, holding her up as her legs wrapped around his waist.

The shock of physical contact shattered what remained of his defenses. None of the other visions had included touch - not Leona's betrayal, not Orin's manipulation, not his mother's cruel words. But this... he could feel Angel's heartbeat against his chest, smell the lavender soap she used in her hair, taste the salt of tears he hadn't realized were falling.

Her hands cupped his face, thumbs brushing away the moisture on his cheeks. The calluses on her palms from years of farm work rasped against his skin. Every detail was perfect - the small scar on her left thumb from a clumsy moment with pruning shears, the faint freckles across her nose that only appeared in summer, the flecks of gold in her hazel eyes.

"You're late," she whispered, her breath warm against his lips. Just as she'd always said when he arrived after her, the familiar teasing note in her voice breaking something loose in his chest.

And then she was kissing him. The familiar press of her lips against his swept away years of pain and loneliness. Joy, pure and uncomplicated, filled every corner of his being. This was real. This was home.

Angel broke the kiss and hopped down from his arms, her eyes bright with excitement. Her fingers threaded through his, the perfect fit he remembered, as she tugged him toward the cabin.

"You won't believe what I found in the southern reaches," she said, her voice animated. "There was this massive stone statue, taller than the trees! The locals said it's been there since before anyone can remember."

Her enthusiasm was infectious. Estaria felt a smile spread across his face as she gestured with her free hand, describing the ancient monument. The afternoon sun caught in her hair, creating a halo of auburn light. Her dress swished around her ankles as she walked backward, never letting go of his hand.

Why shouldn't he follow? This was Angel - his Angel - leading him to their cabin. The place where they'd planned to build their life together. His heart swelled with remembered happiness as she continued her tale, describing the intricate carvings she'd discovered on the statue's base.

The cabin door stood open, welcoming them home. Warm light spilled out across the threshold, promising comfort and peace. Angel's story washed over him, her voice as sweet and familiar as a favorite song.

But something nagged at the edges of his consciousness. A warning bell chimed distantly in his mind as they approached the open door. The rational part of his brain screamed at him to stop, to think, to remember.

Yet watching Angel's animated face as she spoke, feeling the warmth of her hand in his, how could anything be wrong? Why shouldn't he step through that door with her? What possible reason could there be to resist this perfect moment?

The cabin's interior beckoned, golden afternoon light painting the wooden floors. Angel's voice grew more excited as she described the statue's mysterious inscriptions, her grip on his hand gentle but insistent as she drew him forward. The threshold was just a step away.

A firm pressure against Estaria's back broke through the perfect moment. Something nudged him again, more insistent this time. The touch carried a familiar roughness - bark-like texture that didn't belong in this sun-dappled scene.

Sentinel.

Reality crashed back like ice water in his veins. The test. This was the fourth test, and Angel... Angel was gone. Had been gone for so long.

The knowledge brought waves of fresh agony, threatening to drag him under. His chest constricted as the competing realities warred within him. The Angel before him still smiled, still held his hand, still waited at the threshold of their cabin with such beautiful patience.

He could do it. Could step through that doorway and leave the pain behind. Leave behind the weight of destiny and the fate of Terrindral. Choose happiness instead of duty.

An image flashed through his mind - Terrindral consumed by flames, its people crying out as he turned away. The vision lasted only a heartbeat, but it left him shaking.

"No," he whispered. Then louder, "No, no, no, no, no." His free hand clutched at his hair. "I want this. Please, I want this."

A baby's cry pierced the air, clear and strong. Angel's face lit up as she released his hand and darted inside. She emerged moments later, cradling a small bundle wrapped in the yellow blanket they'd picked out together. Their child. The one he'd never held. Never known. Never watched grow.

"Would you take him?" Angel asked, her voice gentle. "I need to prepare some milk." She stepped forward, offering the bundle with such natural grace, such perfect trust.

Estaria's arms rose automatically, yearning to hold his child. His fingers nearly brushed the blanket's soft fabric when another flash of flame seared across his vision. He jerked back, arms falling to his sides as he stumbled away from the cabin.

"What's wrong, love?" Angel's brow furrowed with concern. The baby cooed in her arms, tiny fingers reaching toward him. "Just come inside. We can be happy here, all of us together. The way it should have been."

Tears streamed down Estaria's face as he stared at the family he'd lost. Angel's beauty, unmarred by fire. Their child, whole and perfect. The simple cabin that should have been their home. Everything he'd ever wanted, offered freely.

The baby gurgled again, and Angel's smile could have lit the darkest night. "He has your eyes," she said softly. "Come see for yourself. Just step inside with us. Leave the pain behind. Choose happiness, choose us."

Estaria's legs gave out, and he crumpled to the ground, his body folding in on itself like a withered leaf. The sobs came not in gentle waves but in violent bursts that wracked his entire frame. His fingers dug into the soft earth, desperate for any anchor as grief tore through him with savage intensity.

The tears flowed endlessly, soaking into the ground beneath him. His throat burned raw from the force of his cries, each new sob feeling like shards of glass. Still, they kept coming, years of carefully contained anguish finally breaking free.

The baby's cries echoed in his ears, a phantom sound that pierced straight through his heart. Each ghostly wail drew fresh tears, fresh pain. His chest heaved with the effort of breathing between sobs. The forest around him blurred and swam, reality dissolving into a haze of salt water and agony.

Hours stretched by, marked only by the gradual shift of shadows across the forest floor. His body trembled with exhaustion, yet still the tears came. His throat felt stripped bare, each breath a struggle through the swollen tissue. Dehydration set in, his mouth dry as sand, but he couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop. The dam had broken completely, and everything he'd held back since that terrible night poured out in an unstoppable torrent.

The sun rose and set. Rose again. Set again. Time lost all meaning as Estaria purged himself of grief. His fingers ached from clutching at the ground, his knees numb from pressing into the earth. Every muscle in his body screamed with fatigue, but still he wept.

When he finally forced his swollen eyes open, the world had taken on a dreamlike quality. Angel's form wavered before him like heat rising from summer-baked stones, her edges softening into mist. Her smile, though fading, still held all the warmth he remembered.

"I love you," she whispered, her voice carrying on the breeze.

"I love you too," he rasped through his ravaged throat, the words barely more than a whisper.

Her form dissolved like morning fog in sunlight, scattering on the wind until nothing remained but memory. As consciousness returned fully, Estaria became aware of the rough texture supporting his back. Sentinel's massive form had settled behind him, holding him upright with gentle strength.

The creature's warmth seeped into Estaria's aching muscles. How long had Sentinel been there, silently supporting him through his collapse? Hours? Days? The guardian's steady presence had anchored him through the storm of grief, never shifting, never judging, simply being there.

Estaria's body felt hollow, wrung out like a damp cloth. His face was tight with dried tears, his throat so raw that each breath burned. Exhaustion pulled at his limbs with leaden weight. Yet somehow, beneath the bone-deep weariness, something had shifted. As if the torrent of tears had washed away more than just grief - had cleared away the walls he'd built around his heart, the barriers that had kept him from fully feeling anything since the fire.

Sentinel's claws clicked softly, a quiet reminder of continued presence. The forest sounds filtered back in - leaves rustling, birds calling, life continuing its eternal cycle. Estaria's breathing gradually steadied, falling into rhythm with the gentle rise and fall of Sentinel's wooden chest behind him. And he fell into a deep dreamless sleep.




Chapter 41: The Morning After

Estaria's eyes fluttered open, his body tensing in anticipation of the familiar morning assault of grief. His muscles tightened, bracing for the wave of pain that had become as routine as breathing. But the wave never came.

Sunlight filtered through the forest canopy above, creating shifting patterns on his face. A mild ache settled in his chest as thoughts of Angel drifted through his mind, but it felt different - manageable, contained. He lay there, Sentinel's steady presence still behind him, and deliberately brought Angel into focus in his thoughts.

The memory surfaced with surprising gentleness: Angel darting through the apple trees, auburn hair ablaze in the afternoon light. “Hey, Est!” she called, her voice light as wind through leaves. A small smile tugged at his lips as he remembered how that nickname had grated on his nerves. The familiar ache bloomed in his chest, but alongside it came something he'd almost forgotten - joy. Pure, simple joy at remembering her laugh, the way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she teased him.

His breath caught, waiting for the usual flood of overwhelming memories to crash over him. But they didn't come. Each recollection remained distinct, contained, like turning pages in a beloved book rather than drowning in an ocean of loss.

He reached for another memory: Angel teaching Clara how to braid hair, her fingers moving with practiced grace while the little girl squirmed impatiently. The scene played out in his mind with remarkable clarity, bringing both the expected twinge of sadness and a warm fondness he hadn't felt in so long.

Another memory arose: Angel covered in flour after a baking mishap, laughing so hard she had to lean against the kitchen wall. The sound of her laughter echoed in his mind, clear and true. His chest tightened, but not with the crushing weight he'd grown accustomed to. Instead, the feeling was bittersweet, like savoring the last bite of a favorite meal.

The dried tears on his face cracked as he smiled, really smiled, for the first time in what felt like ages. He wanted to stay there, floating through these newly accessible memories, experiencing them as the treasures they were rather than the weapons they'd become. He wanted to spend hours rediscovering every moment, every smile, every touch that made up their life together.

A loud growl from his stomach interrupted his reverie. His body, reminded of its basic needs after the emotional purge, demanded attention. For once, the interruption sparked irritation not because he needed to suppress his feelings, but because he wanted to stay with them longer, to explore this new landscape where memories of Angel brought both pain and pleasure in manageable measures.

His throat felt raw, his eyes puffy and tender from what might have been days of crying. His clothes were stiff with dried sweat and dirt. Physical discomfort made itself known in various ways - muscles stiff from maintaining one position too long, joints creaking in protest. But these physical complaints felt distant, secondary to the remarkable emotional shift he was experiencing.

Another stomach growl, more insistent than the first, pulled an exasperated sigh from his parched throat. His body's demands couldn't be ignored forever, no matter how much he wished to remain in this moment of discovery. The simple act of breathing no longer felt like fighting against a crushing weight. The air moved freely in and out of his lungs, carrying with it the rich scents of the forest - earth and green things and morning dew.

Estaria turned his head to find Sentinel's intense gaze fixed upon him. The moment their eyes met, a visible relaxation rippled through the wooden guardian's form, like a breeze through autumn leaves. The creature's bark-like skin softened, its rigid posture easing.

Reaching up, Estaria scratched behind Sentinel's ears, earning what could only be described as a long-suffering tilt of the head. The gesture, meant to convey dignified tolerance, was betrayed by the slight lean into Estaria's touch. Yellow eyes half-closed in contentment despite the creature's best efforts to maintain its stoic demeanor.

Near the obsidian obelisk lay a freshly killed boar, its size promising a feast. The sight stirred memories of harvest celebrations, and Estaria found himself chuckling as he gathered dry wood for a fire. His hands moved with practiced efficiency, muscle memory taking over as he cleaned and prepared the meat.

"You know, Angel once tried to catch a pig that got loose in old Thomson's yard," Estaria said to Sentinel, who settled nearby with attentive ears. "She had this brilliant idea to corner it with apple slices." His knife worked steadily as he spoke, separating meat from bone. "Instead, she ended up face-first in the mud, and the pig ate all the apples anyway."

The memory bubbled up fresh laughter, genuine and unreserved. Sentinel's head tilted, yellow eyes tracking Estaria's movements as he worked.

"Oh! And there was this time during the spring festival..." Estaria paused to arrange meat over the crackling fire. "Angel convinced Beth that the cream pies were actually cloud pieces that had fallen from the sky." He grinned, turning a piece of meat. "Beth spent the whole afternoon trying to figure out how to send them back up."

The forest air filled with the rich aroma of roasting pork. Estaria found himself gesturing with a half-eaten piece of meat as he launched into another tale. "Then there was the time we were supposed to be picking apples, but Angel found this family of rabbits..." Mid-sentence, a particularly vivid detail struck him as funny, and he burst out laughing. Bits of food sprayed from his mouth as he doubled over, falling backward onto the forest floor.

Sentinel made a sound somewhere between a click and a snort, watching Estaria roll with laughter. The guardian's usual stern demeanor cracked just slightly, tail tapping against the ground in what might have been amusement.

"Sorry, sorry," Estaria gasped, wiping tears of mirth from his eyes. He sat up, brushing leaves from his hair. "But you should have seen her face when the mother rabbit started chasing her! She climbed that apple tree so fast, she forgot she was afraid of heights until she got to the top."

The fire popped and crackled, sending sparks dancing into the air as Estaria continued preparing their feast. His hands stayed busy, but his voice carried story after story into the forest air. Tales of Angel's failed attempts at baking, her surprising talent for mimicking bird calls, the time she convinced Clara that trees only grew at night when no one was watching.

Each memory emerged clear and bright, like freshly polished silver. The pain of loss still lingered at their edges, but it no longer threatened to overwhelm the joy at their center. Estaria found himself savoring details he'd forgotten: the way Angel's nose crinkled when she laughed too hard, how she'd hum off-key while working, the precise shade of auburn her hair turned in morning light.

Sentinel remained an attentive audience, responding with subtle shifts in posture and occasional sounds that suggested understanding, if not quite laughter. The wooden guardian's presence provided a steady anchor as Estaria navigated this new way of remembering, where grief and joy could coexist without threatening to tear him apart.

Estaria surveyed his filthy state with newfound clarity. Days of emotional turmoil had left their mark - dried sweat crusted his clothes, dirt caked his skin, and his hair had become a tangled mess that would have made Angel laugh.

"I can't meet Streacresh looking like I crawled out of a compost heap," he muttered.

Sentinel led him to a clear stream where the water ran deep enough for washing. The guardian positioned itself uphill, yellow eyes scanning the forest while Estaria stripped off his grimy clothes.

The cold water shocked his system as he waded in. He ducked under, scrubbing at his scalp and face. When he surfaced, gasping, the water around him had turned a murky brown. Moving to a cleaner spot, he worked methodically to remove the layers of dirt and dried sweat from his skin.

His clothes proved a greater challenge. He laid them flat on sun-warmed rocks, using handfuls of sand to scrub at the worst stains. The fabric resisted his efforts, but gradually began to resemble clothing rather than discarded rags.

"Never was much good at this," he said, wrestling with a particularly stubborn spot. "Angel always said I'd wear leaves if she didn't help with the laundry." The memory brought a smile instead of tears.

The afternoon sun dried his clothes while he worked at untangling his hair with his fingers. Each pull and snag reminded him of the times Angel had tried to tame it, usually giving up with an exasperated laugh.

"You look like you've been dragged backward through a thornbush," she'd say, tossing the comb aside in defeat.

As the day waned, Estaria donned his now-cleanish clothes, appreciating how the fabric no longer scratched against his skin. He arranged his few possessions carefully in his pack, taking time to ensure everything was in its proper place.

That night, he made camp near the obelisk one final time. The familiar routines felt different - gathering wood, starting the fire, preparing a simple meal. Each task carried a sense of completion, of closing one chapter before beginning another.

"Quite a change from when we first met," he told Sentinel as they shared the evening meal. The guardian responded with a gentle tap of claws against bark, a sound Estaria had come to recognize as agreement.

Sleep came easily, without the usual struggle against memories and grief. His dreams were peaceful, filled with apple blossoms and Angel's laughter, neither bringing pain nor forcing him awake.

Morning light filtered through the canopy, painting patterns on his face. Estaria opened his eyes, immediately aware of how refreshed he felt. His body moved easily, free from the tension that had become so familiar he'd stopped noticing it.

He packed his bedroll with care, smoothing out the wrinkles before securing it to his pack. A quick breakfast of dried meat and forest berries satisfied his hunger. He checked his appearance one final time in the stream's reflection - clean clothes, untangled hair, clear eyes looking back at him.

Sentinel watched with what seemed like approval as Estaria straightened his shirt and adjusted his pack straps. The guardian's usual stoic demeanor softened slightly, yellow eyes and posture holding a glimmer of what might have been pride.

Walking to the obsidian obelisk, Estaria ran his fingers over its smooth surface. The stone felt warm beneath his touch, alive with memories both painful and precious. He thought of all it had shown him - not just about Angel, but about himself.

"Thank you," he said simply, his voice clear and steady. The words carried the weight of genuine gratitude, acknowledging both the pain and healing the obelisk had facilitated.

Sentinel moved to stand beside him, its wooden form casting long shadows in the morning light. Estaria took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the forest air. He turned away from the obelisk, squared his shoulders, and faced the direction they needed to travel.




Chapter 42: Streacresh

Sentinel's pace quickened through the forest, its wooden limbs moving with renewed purpose. The air grew thick with an energy that made Estaria's skin tingle. His resonance pulled at him like a physical force, urging him forward through increasingly dense vegetation.

The trees changed as they walked. Their bark took on deeper hues, almost black in places, while leaves shimmered with unnatural colors - deep purples and blues that seemed to pulse with their own light. Flowers sprouted and bloomed in seconds, their petals curling through impossible shapes before withering away just as quickly.

Vines writhed across the forest floor, weaving patterns that disappeared moments later. The ground itself felt alive beneath Estaria's feet, each step sending ripples of energy up through his legs. His resonance responded, making his whole body hum with power.

"This is different," Estaria said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Sentinel's only response was to increase its pace, forcing Estaria to jog to keep up. The guardian's claws left deep marks in the soil, which sealed themselves moments later as if they'd never been there.

They crested a small rise, and Estaria stopped dead in his tracks. Before them lay a grove unlike anything he'd seen in all their travels. The trees formed a perfect circle, their trunks twisted together in complex knots before spreading into a canopy that seemed to capture and amplify the available light.

At the center, the ground dipped into a natural bowl, lined with moss that shifted through colors like oil on water. The air itself seemed to shimmer, dense with visible streams of energy that wound their way between the trees.

Estaria's resonance surged, stronger than he'd ever felt it. The power threatened to overwhelm him, and he had to concentrate just to remain standing. This was it - the heart of Streacresh Forest, the source of everything they'd encountered.

He turned to look at Sentinel, who had risen to its full height. The guardian sat regally, its wooden form seeming to draw strength from the grove's energy. Like this, Sentinel towered over Estaria, nearly three times his height, yellow eyes gleaming with unmistakable pride.

"What about the fifth test?" Estaria asked, remembering the pattern of the obelisks. They'd only completed four, and he'd expected another challenge before reaching their destination.

Sentinel's head tilted slightly, and one massive paw extended toward the grove. The gesture was gentle but insistent, urging Estaria forward.

Understanding began to dawn. Perhaps the fifth test wasn't another obelisk. Perhaps it waited within the grove itself. Estaria placed his hand on Sentinel's flank, feeling the rough texture of bark beneath his palm. The contact grounded him, helping him focus through the overwhelming resonance.

Drawing a deep breath, Estaria turned toward the grove. The energy called to him, pulled at him, invited him forward. With one final glance at his faithful guardian, he stepped into Streacresh's grove.

Estaria stepped into the grove, muscles tensed for whatever might come next. He paused at the threshold, breath held, anticipating some earth-shattering revelation or divine manifestation. Seconds ticked by. Nothing happened. It was just another step on soil that felt remarkably ordinary beneath his boots.

He ventured further into the grove, his resonance humming steadily but offering no special insight. The deeper he went, though, the more reality seemed to lose its grip on consistency. A towering oak before him flickered, becoming a flowering bush, then what looked like the corner of a stone building, then something his mind couldn't quite categorize before cycling back to a tree again.

His eyes darted from shape to shape, trying to make sense of his surroundings. A boulder to his left might have been a well, or perhaps a cluster of mushrooms, or possibly all of these at once. Each time he thought he'd figured out what he was looking at, it shifted into something else entirely.

Estaria blinked hard, his head beginning to throb from the effort of processing the ever-changing landscape. The ground beneath his feet transformed with every step - from packed earth to marble tiles to grass to crystal and back again. His brain struggled to reconcile the conflicting information his senses fed it.

Yet despite the visual chaos, his feet remained steady. He kept walking, one foot in front of the other, just as he had done countless times before. The motion was familiar, almost mundane. The same basic movements that had carried him from Appledale's wheat fields to this mystical heart of Streacresh Forest.

The shimmering air moved around him like curtains in a breeze, but even these ethereal streams of energy seemed somehow ordinary. They reminded him of dust motes dancing in sunbeams through barn windows, or morning mist rising from the fields.

"Huh," he muttered, his voice sounding perfectly normal in the strange space. He'd expected... more. Something grand and overwhelming, perhaps. Instead, he found himself doing what he'd always done - simply walking forward, dealing with whatever came his way.

His resonance continued its steady hum, neither increasing nor decreasing in intensity. The power that had nearly overwhelmed him at the grove's entrance now felt as natural as breathing. It was just another part of him, like his arms or legs.

The shifting reality around him began to feel less disorienting and more like an elaborate decoration - impressive but ultimately just scenery. He could acknowledge the strangeness while still maintaining his balance and direction. Each step felt simultaneously extraordinary and completely ordinary.

Sentinel's presence remained at the grove's edge, a steady anchor point in the morphing landscape. The guardian's yellow eyes tracked Estaria's progress, showing neither concern nor surprise at the anticlimactic nature of this moment.

Estaria kept walking, his movements measured and calm. All the build-up, all the trials, all the emotional turmoil had led to this - and it turned out to be remarkably similar to every other step he'd taken in his life. One foot in front of the other, moving forward despite uncertainty, just as he had done for twenty years.

The chaotic shifting of reality intensified as Estaria reached the grove's center. Trees, stones, buildings, and impossible shapes cycled faster and faster until they became an incomprehensible blur. His eyes struggled to track any single element, each transformation bleeding into the next without pause or pattern.

Rather than fight against the visual assault, Estaria relaxed his focus. Instead of trying to isolate individual images, he let his vision expand, taking in everything at once. The overlapping transformations created a complex tapestry of motion, and within that endless dance of possibility, he saw it.

Streacresh had been there all along, not hidden behind the chaos but existing as the chaos itself. Every shifting form, every impossible transformation was a facet of its being. The entity wasn't choosing between different shapes - it was all of them simultaneously, a consciousness that existed in every possibility at once.

The revelation should have been overwhelming, but Estaria found it strangely familiar. His resonance had always pulled him toward this understanding, preparing him for this moment. The chaos wasn't something to be controlled or contained - it was something to be embraced in its totality.

A sensation washed over him, neither sound nor sight but undeniably real. It originated outside his body yet reached directly into his consciousness. The feeling carried meaning, complex and layered, but initially incomprehensible.

Estaria tilted his head, puzzled by the foreign sensation. Then he remembered his resonance, the tool that had guided him through all his trials. He opened himself to it, letting it flow through him naturally, the way it had in his most successful moments.

His resonance responded, expanding outward to meet the strange communication. The sensation transformed from abstract feeling into clear understanding, as natural as interpreting spoken words. Through this connection, Streacresh's first message became clear: "Welcome resonant one."

The words - if they could be called words - carried warmth and recognition. Here, at last, was the being that had touched his soul before birth, that had guided him through the forest's trials, that had waited patiently for him to arrive at this moment of understanding.

The shifting chaos continued around them, but it no longer seemed disorienting. Estaria stood steady in the center of the transformation, his resonance humming in harmony with Streacresh's presence. The endless cycle of change felt right, like watching waves on the ocean or leaves dancing in the wind - natural motion that required no explanation or control.

"Hi," Estaria said, his voice echoing strangely in the ever-shifting space. "Would it be alright if I speak out loud? It's less... disorienting than trying to communicate purely through resonance."

A wave of acceptance flowed through their connection, carrying undertones of amusement and understanding. The chaos continued its dance around them, but Streacresh's approval made the space feel more like a conversation between equals than a meeting with an ancient power.

Estaria stood awkwardly for a moment, shifting his weight from foot to foot. The situation felt surreal - here he was, having a casual chat with what amounted to a god, in the heart of the most dangerous forest in Terrindral. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

"Well, you called for me. I'm here. What can I help you with?"

Streacresh's emotions reached out, touching his consciousness with gentle insistence. The chaos around them coalesced into distinct images - or perhaps they were glimpses of reality itself, moments preserved in the fabric of existence.

The Crystal Throne materialized before him in perfect detail. Massive and beautiful, it pulsed with raw energy. Streams of magic flowed from it like rivers of light, spreading across Terrindral in intricate patterns. Estaria watched in awe as these weaves maintained a delicate balance, preventing Streacresh's chaos from overwhelming the world.

The vision shifted. An old man stood atop a mountain peak, his arms raised in concentration. Estaria recognized him from his recent dream - Resh himself, in a moment of profound importance. The ground trembled as mountains rose around the Streacresh Forest, containing its wild energy within natural boundaries. The effort etched lines of exhaustion on Resh's face, but his expression remained determined.

Then came the final scene. Resh lay dying, his body failing but his spirit blazing with purpose. As his last breath left him, something extraordinary happened. His essence dispersed, carrying threads of Streacresh's power to specific points across Terrindral. These threads found their way to children just beginning to form in their mothers' wombs, including Estaria himself. Each child touched by this power would grow to possess resonance, a natural alignment with Streacresh's energy.

The visions surrounded Estaria, overlapping and interweaving like the chaos itself, but now he could read them clearly. Each scene told part of a larger story - the story of how Streacresh's power had been contained, controlled, and ultimately shared through the generations.

Estaria frowned, trying to piece together the seemingly contradictory information. "I'm confused," he said, his voice echoing in the shifting space. "Are you the good guy or the bad guy here? I mean, Resh was protecting Terrindral from your chaos, but he also seeded your resonance into me and others."

A sensation washed over him, not quite laughter but carrying the same lightness. The feeling tickled through his resonance, making him smile despite his uncertainty. The chaos around them stilled for a moment, as if gathering its thoughts.

Then new images crystallized in the space around him. Estaria found himself witnessing something so vast it made his mind ache to comprehend it. Streacresh drifted through the empty void of space, alone in an endless darkness that stretched beyond imagination. Time had no meaning here - centuries, millennia, perhaps even longer passed in these moments.

Again and again, Streacresh attempted to create life. Each attempt started with such promise - matter coalescing, energy flowing, patterns forming. But every time, the chaos that was Streacresh's nature proved too volatile. The attempts collapsed, scattered back into nothingness by the very power trying to give them form.

The loneliness of it struck Estaria like a physical blow. To exist for so long, to want so desperately to create something lasting, only to watch it crumble time after time. The futility of those endless attempts, the knowledge that chaos alone could never sustain life, yet still trying - it painted a picture of determination and heartbreak that transcended any human experience.

"I'm so sorry," Estaria whispered, his voice thick with emotion. "That must have been hard." His resonance pulsed with genuine sympathy, reaching out to touch the ancient being's grief.

The scene shifted again, and Estaria's breath caught in his throat. A tear appeared in the fabric of reality itself - a hole between universes. Through it fell a single figure, a man whose presence somehow carried both strength and desperation in equal measure. As he plummeted through the void, he crashed into Streacresh.

Hope bloomed in Estaria's chest as he watched the moment of first contact. The feeling wasn't just his own - it resonated through his connection with Streacresh, an echo of that ancient moment when everything changed. For the first time in its endless existence, Streacresh had found something new, something different, something that might finally break the cycle of solitude and failure.

Estaria squinted at the figure tumbling through the void, though the action felt meaningless in this space of pure consciousness. His resonance tingled as he studied the man's features, recognition dawning.

"I recognize that man. In a dream. He was older, but it's definitely him." Estaria's voice echoed strangely in the shifting chaos. "Are you saying that old man came through a hole in the universe?"

A wave of confirmation flowed through their connection. The scene before them magnified, focusing on Resh's first contact with the surface of Streacresh, which would become Terrindral. Estaria's eyes widened as understanding struck.

"Wait. ON you? You're Terrindral?" The words tumbled out before he could stop them.

A ripple of mild irritation washed through their connection, accompanied by a distinct sensation that made Estaria think of an exasperated parent dealing with an interrupting child. The feeling carried a clear message: do you want to hear this or not?

Estaria raised his hands in surrender. "Sorry, sorry. Please continue."

The scene shifted, showing Resh and Streacresh's merger. Their energies intertwined, becoming something new - the first Ascendant. Streacresh the power, Resh the architect. Time accelerated around them, millions of years compressed into moments. Estaria watched, transfixed, as they worked together to build a world.

Oceans filled the empty basins of Terrindral's surface. Mountains rose from flat plains, their peaks scraping the sky. Life emerged from the seas, crawling onto land, evolving and changing. Then came the most remarkable moment - the creation of the first humans, shaped from Streacresh's chaos and Resh's understanding of his own form.

Joy and contentment radiated through their connection, the emotions so pure and powerful that Estaria found himself smiling despite the overwhelming nature of what he witnessed.

The vision continued, showing the construction of the Crystal Throne. Estaria saw how it maintained balance when Resh needed rest or turned his attention elsewhere. The massive structure pulsed with contained power, its crystalline surface reflecting the light of a younger sun.

Then the scene focused on Resh again. Estaria watched as time took its toll on the first Ascendant. Grey crept into his hair, lines etched themselves into his face. Despite his connection to Streacresh's power, his human nature couldn't be denied forever.

Tears rolled down Estaria's cheeks as he witnessed Resh's final moments. The man who had shaped their world, who had been Streacresh's companion for millions of years, finally surrendered to his mortality. The loss radiated through their connection - ancient grief still fresh after all this time.

"He was your friend," Estaria whispered, his voice thick with emotion. "For millions of years, you created together, built together. And in the end, his humanity claimed him anyway."

The chaos around them rippled with shared sorrow, acknowledging the truth of his words. Through their connection, Estaria felt the depth of Streacresh's loss - not just of a partner in creation, but of the first being who had ever truly understood it.

The air grew heavy with remembered grief, the shifting forms around them taking on darker hues. Even the endless transformation of the grove seemed to slow, as if weighed down by the memory of that ancient loss.

The shifting chaos around them softened, its wild energy settling into a gentler rhythm. Through their connection, Estaria felt a new emotion emerging from Streacresh - hope, delicate but persistent, like the first green shoots after winter.

Images formed in the space around them, showing fifty-nine distinct points of light scattered across Terrindral. Each light represented a resonant, touched by Resh's final gift. Estaria watched as these individuals were born, grew, and carved their own paths through life.

A teacher in Luminara, sharing knowledge with eager students. A healer in Altera, easing suffering with gentle hands. A builder in Gaiadra, creating homes that would shelter generations. Each resonant found their calling, their way to make the world better.

Pride radiated through their connection as Streacresh showed him these achievements. Yet beneath that pride lay a deeper longing - each resonant moved further from the forest, pursuing their own destinies. Though their work brought positive change to Terrindral, none turned their steps toward Streacresh's domain.

The scenes shifted, showing the passage of years. Seasons cycled, children grew, and still the forest waited. Hope dimmed but never quite faded, like starlight seen through clouds.

Then the images coalesced into a familiar scene - Estaria himself, standing before the cooling remains of his mother. The memory should have brought anger, should have stirred the bitter rage that had driven him into the forest. Instead, he felt an unexpected swell of sadness.

"She chose her path," Estaria said softly, watching his past self kneel beside Klindon's body. "But it didn't have to end this way. There could have been another choice."

A sensation like a comforting hand settled on his shoulder. Though nothing visible touched him, the feeling carried clear meaning - the same sympathy he had offered Streacresh moments ago when witnessing Resh's death.

A smile tugged at Estaria's lips. "Thanks," he said, understanding the gesture for what it was - shared grief, shared understanding of loss that came too soon, too needlessly.

The chaos stilled around them, the endless shifting of forms pausing in a moment of quiet contemplation. Through their connection, Estaria felt a question forming, not in words but in pure intention, waiting for his response.

Estaria found himself sitting in a chair that materialized from the swirling chaos, its solid presence a stark contrast to the fluid reality around him. The wooden surface felt warm against his palms as he leaned forward, considering the weight of the moment.

"You know what you're asking me, right? Not just to be your friend, but to be the order to your chaos. To control the world. Perhaps beyond, I don't know. It's a big ask." The words hung in the shifting air between them. Through their connection, he felt Streacresh's acknowledgment, tinged with that persistent hope that refused to dim.

He ran a hand through his hair, letting out a heavy breath. "I'm just a broken baker from tainted lineage. You know there's darkness in me. You showed it to me." Again, Streacresh's acceptance flowed through their bond, neither dismissing nor dwelling on his concerns.

The profound nature of the conversation was suddenly interrupted by a very mundane sound - his stomach growling loudly. Estaria realized he hadn't eaten breakfast, too consumed by anxiety about the fifth test. The juxtaposition of the cosmic and the ordinary drew a small laugh from him.

"Well, my stomach is telling me to stop waffling. I'd be glad to be your friend, and we'll work out the rest as we go."

The chaos around them froze. The sudden stillness felt more jarring than any of the wild transformations that had come before. When motion returned, it brought with it a familiar vision - one he'd glimpsed earlier, but now saw in its complete form. Resh stood there, younger than in previous visions, saying with a grin, "Well, my stomach says let's do it."

The emotion that accompanied the memory was overwhelming - joy so pure it manifested as tears, echoing across millennia to touch this moment.

A presence brushed against Estaria's skin, gentle as morning mist, waiting. Understanding the question in that touch, Estaria nodded his consent.

Chaos poured into him. It wove through his body with exquisite precision, touching every cell, every atom of his being. Time lost all meaning as the transformation continued. He became aware of each individual hair on his head, every cell in his body, the precise arrangement of his bones and muscles.

But the awareness didn't stop there. It expanded outward, touching trees, buildings, the very air itself. The distinction between his body and the world around him blurred, then disappeared entirely. He was the forest, the mountains, the streams. He was the chaos and the order, the motion and the stillness.

Like Resh before him, Estaria merged with Streacresh, becoming something new - an Ascendant, a bridge between order and chaos, mortality and divinity. The transformation complete, he existed in perfect harmony with both his humanity and his newfound power, neither diminishing the other but instead creating something greater than either could be alone.

Estaria blinked, adjusting to the strange sensation of sharing his consciousness. His body felt both familiar and foreign - every nerve ending tingled with heightened awareness, yet the fundamental rhythms of his heartbeat and breathing remained unchanged. The forest around him seemed sharper, more vibrant, each leaf and branch connected to him through invisible threads of energy.

"Welcome to my body," he said aloud, his voice steady despite the extraordinary circumstances. "Remember, it's my body, ok?"

An image of Estaria earlier, holding his hands up. Estaria understood that to be I'll keep my hands to myself, and he nodded.

"Great. Now what?" The words had barely left his lips when new visions assaulted his mind. The Crystal Throne, its brilliant light dimming to darkness. Terrindral itself beginning to crumble, its very foundations threatening to give way. Then, a glimpse of possibility - himself placing a crystal upon the throne, life and vitality flowing back into the world.

Estaria ran his fingers through his hair, a very human gesture in response to decidedly inhuman revelations. "Oh. Save the world. That's all? Anything else?"

An image of Orin appeared in his mind, the old Cresher giving him a knowing wink. The vision carried undertones of guidance and support, suggesting help waited along the path ahead.

"Can I give you back? Too much effort." The complaint emerged half-heartedly, more reflex than genuine desire.

In response, he received two rapid-fire images - first a sad puppy with enormous, pleading eyes, followed immediately by his mother's stern disapproving expression from when he'd spoken rudely as a child. The contrast between the two made him laugh despite himself.

"Ok, ok," he conceded, holding up his hands in surrender. His stomach growled, reminding him of more immediate concerns. "But let's get some food before we save the world, ok?"

A wave of agreement washed through him, accompanied by an impression of shared hunger. It seemed even ancient, chaos-wielding entities could appreciate the appeal of a good meal.




Chapter 43: Out of the Forest

Estaria emerged from the grove, his entire being thrumming with newfound awareness. Sentinel waited at the edge, two plump hare-like creatures - their ears slightly too long and their fur an unusual shade of purple - laid carefully at his feet.

"You heard that, did you?" Estaria laughed, his voice carrying both exhaustion and amusement. Sentinel's head tilted, and for the first time, Estaria sensed something beyond mere body language - a hint of pride, satisfaction at providing for his charge.

As Estaria prepared the meal, questions tumbled from him in an endless stream. "How does the resonance work? Why me? What happened to the others who tried?" Each inquiry brought a flood of images and emotions from Streacresh, creating a dizzying kaleidoscope in his mind.

A vision of water flowing through his fingers answered his question about controlling power. The sensation of a warm blanket wrapped around shoulders explained protection. But when Estaria asked about the specific mechanics of their bond, Streacresh responded with an image of two different colors of paint being mixed together, followed by the feeling of extreme frustration.

"That doesn't help at all," Estaria muttered, turning the meat over the fire.

An impression of an exaggerated eye-roll washed through him, accompanied by the sensation of trying to explain color to someone who had never seen it.

"Well, excuse me for wanting to understand," Estaria grumbled, biting into the perfectly cooked meat.

Over the next four days, as they followed Sentinel through the ever-changing forest, Estaria and Streacresh developed their own language. Simple concepts came first - danger, safety, hunger, rest. Then more complex ideas emerged through layered impressions: the taste of honey combined with the sensation of sunlight became their symbol for success, while the smell of wet ashes paired with a cool breeze signaled caution.

Streacresh's personality emerged more clearly too - decidedly sassy when annoyed, playful when pleased. When Estaria spent an entire morning trying to understand the nature of resonance through increasingly specific questions, Streacresh responded with the sensation of banging one's head against a wall, followed by an image of a mother bird watching her chick repeatedly fail to fly.

"I'm not that bad," Estaria protested.

The resulting impression of barely contained laughter suggested otherwise.

On the fourth day, as they rested beside a stream that sang with ethereal notes, Streacresh shared something new - the knowledge that their bond would allow Estaria to understand Sentinel.

Estaria turned to his companion eagerly. "Why did you help me during Angel's test? I mean, the fourth obelisk?"

Sentinel's response came not in words, but in clear impressions: duty interwoven with choice, protection balanced against necessity. The guardian had watched countless others face the trials, but Estaria's genuine grief and love had sparked something different - a recognition that some pain should be witnessed, not faced alone.

"You've been guarding these trials for how long?" Estaria asked.

Images flowed from Sentinel: seasons changing rapidly, forests growing and dying, civilizations rising and falling. The span of time was staggering.

"That's... that's a very long time to be alone," Estaria said softly.

Sentinel's response carried warmth: the forest was company enough, and duty brought its own satisfaction. Besides, the impression continued with a hint of amusement, watching humans stumble around in confusion provided endless entertainment.

"Oh, wonderful," Estaria groaned. "Everyone I meet seems to find me amusing."

Streacresh chimed in with the sensation of watching a kitten chase its own tail, earning a scowl from Estaria.

"I liked you better when we couldn't communicate so clearly," he grumbled, but the warmth in his voice betrayed his true feelings.

The sixth day dawned with unusual clarity, the forest's perpetual mist thinning enough to reveal patches of sky between the twisted branches. Estaria sat cross-legged on a fallen log, absently scratching patterns in the dirt with a stick while Sentinel prowled the perimeter of their small camp.

A thought struck him, halting the aimless doodling. "Where exactly are we going?"

Streacresh's response came immediately - a vision of the Crystal Throne, but different from previous images. This time, the perspective shifted, zooming in on a specific component: a crystal nested within the larger structure. The crystal's dimensions became clear - roughly eight inches in length, three inches thick, with an intricate network of facets covering its surface. Each tiny face bore minute engravings, their patterns too complex to fully comprehend.

Focus crystal, came the impression, though Streacresh's frustration leaked through their connection at the inadequacy of the term.

"Like a lens?" Estaria asked, trying to understand.

A surge of negation flooded his mind, followed by a dizzying series of images: light splitting through prisms, water flowing through precisely carved channels, stars aligning in specific patterns. Each image carried the weight of absolute precision, the critical importance of perfect positioning.

Estaria's head spun with the complexity. "So we can't just... throw power at it?"

The response was immediate and visceral - the sensation of a delicate glass sculpture shattering, followed by the impression of a catastrophic explosion. The message was clear: brute force would be disastrous.

Streacresh attempted to convey more detail about the crystal's precise positioning, but the concepts seemed to exceed the limits of their shared understanding. Images flickered rapidly: mathematical patterns, astronomical alignments, the dance of particles too small to see. Each attempt ended in a wave of frustration from Streacresh.

"Alright, alright," Estaria held up his hands in surrender. "I understand it's complicated. Well, I understand that I don't understand, at least."

Sentinel, who had been watching this exchange with apparent interest, clicked its claws against a nearby stone. Through their new connection, Estaria sensed amusement in the gesture.

"Oh, not you too," he groaned. "Between Streacresh's sass and your mockery, I'm beginning to miss the days when I just talked to myself."

A gentle nudge in his mind suggested that talking to himself might have been equally entertaining to observe.

"Wonderful," Estaria muttered, standing to stretch his legs. "I've bonded with the two most sarcastic beings in existence."

He walked to the edge of their camp, studying the twisted trees that seemed to lean in toward him. The forest had changed since his bonding with Streacresh - or perhaps his perception of it had changed. The chaos felt less threatening now, more like a complex dance he was slowly learning to follow.

"So you're leading me to the Crystal Throne?" Estaria asked, brushing dirt from his pants as he stood.

A firm negative pressed against his mind, followed by the image of the focus crystal, its intricate patterns gleaming with internal light. The vision expanded, showing the crystal's precise location within the throne's structure, then shifted to reveal its current state - unmade, unformed.

"Wait," Estaria's brow furrowed. "Are you saying I need to make this crystal? Engrave it?"

The forest around him seemed to hum with approval.

"I don't know how to engrave anything," he protested, running a hand through his hair. "I'm a baker. I make bread and pastries. The most intricate thing I've ever carved was a design on a wedding cake."

A wave of long-suffering patience washed over him from Streacresh, while Sentinel's claws tapped against stone in what could only be described as laughter.

Before Estaria could object further, Streacresh flooded his mind with another vision. The focus crystal lifted from the throne, soaring over vast oceans until it reached a sprawling desert. The perspective plunged beneath golden sands, winding through elaborate cave systems that seemed to stretch forever. The journey ended at an ancient doorway, its surface carved with symbols he didn't recognize.

But the vision wasn't finished. The crystal jerked away, racing across more ocean to a western continent dominated by craggy mountains. On the eastern edge, an enormous volcano rose into the sky, its peak wreathed in smoke and flowing lava. The crystal dove straight into its heart.

Estaria burst out laughing, the sound echoing through the quiet forest. "Oh, is that all? Just retrieve a tiny crystal from the center of an active volcano, then dig under a desert to find some mysterious door, and finally bring it to someone who can actually engrave the thing?" He raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms. "Anything else? Perhaps slay a dragon while I'm at it?"

Relief flooded through his connection with Streacresh - pure, simple, and overwhelming. Yes, came the impression. Exactly that.

"That wasn't meant to be..." Estaria trailed off, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You're serious."

Sentinel's clicking grew more pronounced, its entire body shaking with what Estaria now recognized as unmistakable mirth.

"This isn't funny," Estaria said, but he couldn't keep the smile from his voice. "You're talking about sending me into a volcano. An actual volcano. With actual lava."

Streacresh responded with an image of Estaria standing in the heart of the volcano, completely unharmed as lava flowed around him. The impression carried absolute certainty - this was possible, even simple, with their combined power.

"Simple," Estaria muttered. "Right. Because walking into a volcano is something people do every day." He turned to Sentinel, who had finally stopped laughing. "And I suppose you'll be coming along on this ridiculous adventure?"

Sadness emanated from Sentinel, a deep melancholy that touched Estaria through their newfound connection. The creature's massive form seemed to shrink, its bark-like exterior dulling slightly as it settled heavily onto the forest floor. The usual confident posture gave way to something more resigned.

Through their bond, images and sensations flowed: roots spreading deep into soil, nutrients flowing up through living wood, the pulse of the forest itself sustaining life. Sentinel's existence was inexorably bound to Streacresh Forest - not just by duty, but by the very essence of its being.

"What do you mean?" Estaria's voice cracked slightly. "You're not coming?"

Sentinel's response came in waves of gentle regret. The guardian showed Estaria visions of past attempts to leave the forest's boundaries - each resulting in a gradual withering, a slow death that could only be reversed by returning to Streacresh's domain. The forest's energy sustained Sentinel, had created him, and leaving meant severing that vital connection.

Streacresh remained unusually quiet, its usual stream of commentary and impressions subdued. The silence spoke volumes - this was not something that could be changed, even with their combined power.

"But..." Estaria sat heavily on a fallen log, his mind struggling to process this revelation. "We've been through everything together. The obelisks, the shadow creature, Angel's test..." His voice trailed off as he looked at his companion, really looked at him.

He noticed things he hadn't before - how the patterns in Sentinel's bark-like skin matched the trees around them, how his movements synced with the forest's rhythm, how he seemed to draw strength from the very ground beneath his feet. Even now, tiny roots extended from Sentinel's claws into the soil, drawing sustenance.

Sentinel moved closer, pressing his flat face against Estaria's shoulder. The gesture carried centuries of wisdom and care, but also an unmistakable farewell. Through their connection, Estaria felt Sentinel's pride in him, the joy of watching him grow from a lost wanderer to Streacresh's Ascendant. But beneath that lay the guardian's own ancient purpose - to remain here, protecting the forest's heart, guiding those worthy to find their path.

"I didn't think..." Estaria's hand rested on Sentinel's head, feeling the rough texture beneath his fingers. "I just assumed you'd be there. Through all of it." His throat tightened. "Who's going to keep me from doing stupid things? Who's going to laugh at me when I ask obvious questions?"

A ripple of amusement flowed from Streacresh, breaking its silence. The sensation of an eye-roll accompanied by gentle mockery suggested that particular role would not go unfilled.

"It's not the same," Estaria muttered, but a small smile tugged at his lips despite the ache in his chest.

Sentinel's claws tapped against the ground, creating a complex pattern that resonated through their connection. The message was clear: Estaria had grown beyond needing a guardian. He had faced his deepest fears, confronted his grief, and emerged stronger. The path ahead was his to walk.

Through their bond, Sentinel shared one final gift - a moment of perfect clarity. Estaria saw himself through the guardian's eyes: no longer the lost, grief-stricken young man who had stumbled into the forest, but someone who had found his purpose, who had learned to balance both chaos and order within himself. Someone ready for the journey ahead.

"I would have liked to show you the world beyond the forest," Estaria said softly. "There's so much out there. Beautiful things. Terrible things. Mediocre things that are somehow both at once."

Sentinel's response carried warmth and wisdom - the forest contained all of these things and more. Its boundaries were his home, its mysteries his purpose. Through Estaria's memories and experiences, shared through their connection, he had glimpsed the wider world. That was enough.

They sat together in comfortable silence as the forest's eternal twilight deepened around them. Words seemed inadequate for everything they had shared, everything they had become to each other. Instead, they simply existed in the moment, guardian and guided, teacher and student, friends who had walked through darkness together and emerged in light.

Through their bond, Sentinel indicated a direction with a gentle nudge of awareness. One more day's journey would lead Estaria to the forest's edge. The thought settled heavily in Estaria's chest as he placed his hand on Sentinel's head, fingers moving in a familiar scratch behind what passed for ears on the guardian's strange form.

Contentment flowed through their connection, just as Estaria had expected. Sentinel's bark-like exterior seemed to soften under his touch, a subtle reminder of all the small ways they had learned to communicate over their time together.

"I'm going to miss you," Estaria said, his voice catching slightly on the words.

Sentinel bowed his massive head one final time, the gesture carrying centuries of dignity and wisdom. Then, with a fluid grace that belied his size, the guardian turned and dashed into the depths of the forest. His form seemed to ripple and blend with the surrounding trees until he vanished completely, leaving only disturbed leaves in his wake.

Estaria stood motionless, watching the space where his friend had disappeared. Through his connection with Streacresh, he sensed Sentinel's swift movement through the forest, heading back to defend the sacred grove at its heart. The guardian's presence in his mind grew fainter with each passing moment, like a beloved song fading into silence.

Estaria's boots crunched through fallen leaves as morning light filtered through the thinning canopy. The dense, mysterious forest he'd wandered for weeks gradually gave way to sparser vegetation. His steps felt lighter here, the air clearer, though each stride carried him further from Sentinel.

A cool breeze ruffled his hair, carrying the scent of pine and distant snow. The trees grew smaller and further apart until finally, he emerged from the forest's edge. Before him stretched a vast expanse of rocky terrain, rising steadily toward jagged mountain peaks that pierced the clouds.

Ok, stop moping, Streacresh's presence bubbled through his mind with characteristic directness. There's a land bridge that leads from Gaiadra to Altera. Just be careful of the giants. They aren't friendly.

"Giants?" Estaria crossed his arms, irritation flaring. "You couldn't have mentioned this earlier?"

You were too busy being sad about your wooden friend, came the sassy reply. Besides, they're more of a minor inconvenience. Probably.

"Probably," Estaria muttered, shaking his head. "Wonderful."

He turned for one last look at the forest. The dense canopy loomed dark and heavy, mysterious shadows dancing between ancient trunks. Memories surfaced - fighting the shadow creature, facing the obelisk trials, sharing silent meals with Sentinel. Each step of his journey had transformed him, but standing here now, he realized how oppressive that transformation had felt.

The weight of the forest's magic, the constant pressure of chaos and power, the perpetual twilight - all of it had served its purpose, but he wouldn't miss it. Well, he amended mentally, he missed Sentinel. But the rest? He could leave that behind.

Ahead, the mountain peaks rose clean and sharp against the morning sky. Sunlight glinted off distant snow, and the air carried a crispness he hadn't experienced in weeks. Something about the landscape called to him, promising new challenges but also a different kind of freedom.

Are you done with the dramatic gazing? Streacresh interrupted his thoughts. Because I'm fairly certain the view isn't going to change in the next few minutes.

"Has anyone ever told you that you have terrible timing?" Estaria asked, but he couldn't keep the amusement from his voice.

Resh mentioned it once or twice, Streacresh replied. I took it as a compliment.
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