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Chapter 1 – The Exiled Captain
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The wind came down from the high peaks with the bite of fresh snow, carrying with it the scent of pine, stone, and distant ice. It swept through the tiny mountain village of Hallowmere, rattling shutters and stirring the smoke rising from the cottages that clung stubbornly to the mountainside.

Captain Garran Thorne stood alone outside a weathered cabin overlooking the valley. His broad hands rested on the handle of a woodcutter's axe instead of the hilt of the sword that had once earned him fame across the kingdom.

Five years.

Five years since the Battle of Black Hollow.

Five years since his name had become a curse whispered in every tavern and noble court.

The axe split another log with a single clean strike.

The rhythm had become part of his life. Rise before dawn. Cut wood. Repair fences. Help the shepherds. Hunt when food ran low. Speak little.

The villagers knew who he was, though few mentioned it.

To them, he was simply Garran.

To the rest of the kingdom, he remained Garran Thorne—the captain whose recklessness had supposedly condemned three thousand royal soldiers to death.

Only Garran knew the truth.

He had not failed.

He had obeyed.



A raven landed on the fence nearby.

Its black eyes watched him with unsettling intelligence before taking flight once more toward the southern peaks.

Garran paused.

The birds had been restless for days.

The mountain goats had already begun climbing higher than usual.

Even the wolves had changed their hunting routes.

The mountains always knew before men did.

Something was coming.



Inside the cabin, the fire burned low.

The room contained little beyond a rough table, two chairs, shelves of worn books, a bow hanging above the hearth, and a longsword resting across wooden pegs on the wall.

The sword had not been drawn in nearly a year.

Its leather grip had darkened with age.

Its steel still gleamed.

He refused to let it rust.

A knock sounded on the door.

Without looking up, Garran said quietly,

"Come in."

Old Brenner entered carrying two loaves of fresh bread.

The shepherd looked well past sixty, his beard as white as the snow resting upon the surrounding peaks.

"You've been working since sunrise again."

"It keeps my hands busy."

"It doesn't quiet your mind."

Garran managed the smallest smile.

"Nothing does."

Brenner placed the bread on the table.

"My daughter insists you've not eaten properly this week."

"I've eaten."

"You've survived."

"There's a difference."

The old man chuckled.

"There is."

Silence settled between them.

Outside, the wind howled against the cabin walls.

Finally Brenner spoke.

"I've seen soldiers."

Garran looked up immediately.

"Where?"

"South road."

"Royal?"

The shepherd shook his head.

"No banners."

"Bandits?"

"I don't think so."

Garran frowned.

No banners usually meant scouts.

Or worse.



They climbed together to a rocky overlook above the village.

The southern valley stretched for miles beneath them.

Tiny figures moved along the distant road.

Too far away to identify.

But Garran counted instinctively.

One...

Four...

Eight...

Twelve...

Twenty...

Horsemen.

Riding hard.

Military discipline.

Keeping equal distance.

Changing scouts every few miles.

Professional.

Very professional.

"They're not ours," Garran muttered.

Brenner looked uneasy.

"How can you tell?"

"Our cavalry ride differently."

"You can see that from here?"

"I don't need to."

He watched another minute.

"They're eastern."

Brenner's face paled.

"The Empire?"

"I think so."

"But the frontier is weeks away."

"Not if the frontier has already fallen."

The words hung heavily between them.

For generations, the White Pass had protected the mountain kingdom of Valdren from the vast eastern empire. Every child knew the stories. Every fortress along the frontier existed for one purpose: to delay any invader long enough for the kingdom to muster its army.

If imperial scouts were already this deep...

Something had gone terribly wrong.



That evening, the village gathered in the small hall beside the chapel.

Families spoke in hushed voices.

Children sensed the fear without understanding it.

Garran listened far more than he spoke.

A trader had arrived before sunset.

He had travelled from the southern markets.

His face was grey with exhaustion.

"I saw Blackstone Fort burning."

The room fell silent.

Someone whispered,

"Impossible."

"I wish it were."

"The walls have never fallen."

"They have now."

Another villager asked,

"What of Eastwatch?"

"Gone."

"And Red Gorge?"

"No survivors."

The trader swallowed hard before continuing.

"They say the imperial army stretches further than the eye can see."

No one spoke.

Even the children had become silent.

Garran stared into the fire.

Blackstone.

Eastwatch.

Red Gorge.

Three fortresses.

Each designed to hold for months.

If all three had fallen...

The campaign had begun long before anyone in these mountains knew it.



Late that night, Garran stood alone outside beneath a sky crowded with stars.

The White Peaks towered above him like ancient guardians carved from moonlight.

He remembered standing beneath these same mountains as a young lieutenant.

Back then they had seemed invincible.

Now...

He wondered if stone itself could bleed.

Behind him, the cabin door opened.

Brenner stepped outside carrying two mugs of hot cider.

"You think they'll come here?"

Garran accepted one gratefully.

"No."

The old shepherd relaxed slightly.

"They won't stop here."

"They won't?"

"No."

Garran looked toward the distant southern valleys.

"They're heading for the White Pass."

Brenner frowned.

"And if they take it?"

Garran answered without taking his eyes from the mountains.

"If they take the White Pass..."

"...there'll be nothing left between the Empire and the heart of Valdren."

The wind rose again, carrying with it the faint echo of a distant horn.

Neither man spoke.

Far beyond the darkness, an empire was marching toward the mountains.

And though Garran Thorne did not yet know it, before another week had passed, the kingdom that had cast him aside would come seeking the one man who knew how to make the mountains fight.
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Chapter 2 – Smoke Beyond the Peaks
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The first snow of autumn had settled lightly across the upper ridges when the village bell rang before dawn.

It rang once.

Then twice.

Then continuously.

Garran Thorne was already awake.

Years as a soldier had taught him to sleep lightly, and the frantic tolling carried a note that no shepherd's alarm or church summons ever possessed.

Fear.

He fastened his worn leather jerkin, buckled the old sword belt around his waist, and lifted the longsword from its pegs. The familiar weight felt strange after months of carrying little more dangerous than an axe.

Outside, villagers hurried toward the square.

Old Brenner was pointing toward the southern trail.

"They're coming!"

Not soldiers.

Refugees.

Dozens of them.

Women wrapped in travel cloaks.

Children stumbling from exhaustion.

Old men leaning on staffs.

A handful of wounded soldiers struggled alongside them, their uniforms stained with blood and mountain dust.

Garran pushed through the crowd.

"Make room!"

The refugees barely remained on their feet as they entered the village. One horse collapsed beneath its rider before anyone could catch the reins.

The rider hit the ground hard.

His armour bore the crest of Blackstone Fort.

Garran knelt beside him.

The soldier looked no older than twenty.

His face was gaunt.

His lips cracked.

His eyes widened with recognition.

"...Captain Thorne?"

Garran nodded.

"What happened?"

The young man tried to answer but coughed violently.

Someone handed him water.

He drank greedily before speaking.

"They came... like a river."

"How many?"

"I stopped counting after the first twenty thousand."

A murmur spread through the villagers.

Garran remained calm.

"Who commands them?"

"We never saw him."

"The emperor?"

"No..."

The soldier shook his head weakly.

"They say the Emperor remains behind. His Grand Marshal leads the invasion."

Garran frowned.

Grand Marshal Varos.

If the rumours were true, there was no finer commander in the eastern empire.

He had never lost a campaign.



The survivors were taken into the village hall while fires were lit and food distributed.

Garran questioned every soldier separately.

Each account matched the others.

The empire had crossed the eastern plains in overwhelming strength.

Blackstone Fort had resisted for six days.

Eastwatch for four.

Red Gorge barely two.

Not because the defenders lacked courage.

Because the attackers had brought machines unlike anything Valdren had ever faced.

Great siege towers.

Massive stone throwers.

Engineers who could bridge ravines overnight.

The imperial army adapted with terrifying speed.

One veteran removed his helmet.

"They never stopped."

"What do you mean?" Garran asked.

"They fought in shifts."

Garran understood immediately.

Professional soldiers.

While one division rested...

Another attacked.

The defenders never received the same luxury.



Near midday, Garran climbed the southern ridge alone.

From there the mountains opened toward the distant frontier.

Normally the horizon shimmered beneath clear blue skies.

Today...

Dark columns of smoke stained the sky.

Not one.

Not two.

Dozens.

Entire valleys burned.

He knelt and pressed one hand against the cold earth.

The mountain was trembling.

Not from earthquakes.

Thousands upon thousands of marching feet.

The invasion had reached the foothills.



As Garran descended, he noticed movement among the rocks.

Someone was watching him.

A young hunter emerged carrying a bow.

"Lukas?"

The youth lowered his hood.

"I followed the southern trail."

"You should have stayed in the village."

"I know."

"What did you see?"

Lukas swallowed.

"Scouts."

"Imperial?"

He nodded.

"They never saw me."

"How many?"

"About thirty riders."

"Only thirty?"

"They were measuring roads."

Garran's expression darkened.

Not raiders.

Surveyors.

The empire was preparing supply routes.

That meant they expected a long campaign.



By evening the village had become crowded with refugees.

Every spare bed was occupied.

The chapel overflowed.

Even the livestock barns sheltered families driven from their homes.

Children cried themselves to sleep.

Old soldiers stared silently into the fires.

Brenner found Garran sharpening his sword.

"You've started again."

"I had to."

"You think you'll fight?"

Garran paused.

"I hoped never to."

The old shepherd sat beside him.

"They blamed you."

"They did."

"They were wrong."

"I know."

"Then why stay here?"

Garran looked toward the mountains.

"Because anger is a poor companion."

Brenner smiled sadly.

"You always were a stubborn fool."

"So I've been told."



Just before sunset, the village lookout sounded another warning.

Horsemen.

This time only four.

Unlike the exhausted refugees, these riders wore polished armour beneath heavy cloaks.

Each horse carried the silver wolf emblem of the royal household.

The entire village gathered as they entered the square.

Their commander dismounted immediately.

His face was stern.

His cloak bore the seal of the king himself.

He looked directly at Garran.

"Captain Garran Thorne?"

"I was once."

"You still are."

The commander removed a leather case sealed with blue wax.

"The King of Valdren commands your immediate return to Highstone."

Every eye in the village turned toward Garran.

He stared at the untouched royal seal.

Five years.

Five years without a single message.

Now the king remembered his name.

"I no longer serve the Crown," Garran said quietly.

The commander stepped closer.

"The kingdom serves necessity before pride."

"I was exiled."

"You were."

"I was stripped of command."

"You were."

"I was called a coward."

The commander lowered his voice.

"And now the kingdom asks its finest captain to come home."

Silence settled across the square.

Garran looked from the messenger to the frightened refugees gathered behind him.

Then toward the smoke rising beyond the southern peaks.

Finally, he accepted the sealed order.

He broke the wax.

Read every line.

When he finished, he folded the parchment carefully.

"The king wants me by tomorrow night."

"Yes."

Garran glanced once more at the mountains.

"They've left us very little time."

He turned to the waiting horsemen.

"Tell His Majesty..."

"...Captain Garran Thorne is coming home."

As the messenger bowed, the bells of Hallowmere rang again—not in panic this time, but in solemn farewell. The exile was ending, and the long road back to the kingdom that had condemned him had begun.
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Chapter 3 – The King's Summons
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Dawn broke clear and cold over Hallowmere, painting the snow-capped peaks in shades of gold and crimson. Garran Thorne stood outside his cabin one last time, studying the home that had sheltered him through five bitter years of exile.

There was little to pack.

A bedroll.

A travel cloak.

A whetstone.

His father's dagger.

The longsword that had followed him through twenty-three battles.

He secured the sword across his back and closed the cabin door.

"I suppose this is goodbye," Brenner said quietly.

Garran turned to find nearly the entire village waiting for him.

Women carried baskets of dried meat and bread.

Children clutched bundles of herbs.

The village blacksmith stepped forward with a newly shod horse.

"You'll need him more than I will."

Garran ran a hand along the gelding's neck.

"I can't take this."

"You can," the blacksmith replied. "Because you'll bring him back."

A few villagers laughed softly.

Others simply nodded.

Five years earlier, Garran had arrived in Hallowmere as a broken man, expecting suspicion and resentment. Instead, these mountain folk had asked no questions. They had judged him by his work, not by the rumours carried from the capital.

He bowed his head.

"You gave me a home when I had none."

Brenner smiled.

"You earned it."



The royal escort rode south as the morning mist clung to the valleys.

Captain Edric Vale, commander of the escort, kept his horse beside Garran's.

"I expected you to refuse."

"I nearly did."

"What changed your mind?"

Garran looked
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