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The rain hadn’t relented in hours. It came in thick sheets over the Shinlet Range, drenching forty-one men, four women, and a single boar trudging through the jungle. Boots sank deep in the mud, roots clawing at every step. Tangled undergrowth made each movement a fight against the land itself. Water streamed from the canopy above, dripping down their armor. The storm pressed against their backs like a weight, sinking into their bones.

The night had drowned beneath the summer storm. There was no moon to be seen, nor any stars above. The sky was sealed in shadow and rain, and the slow, relentless churn of boots through the mud dragged on without pause.

Captain Marcius Saylong adjusted his grip on his sword hilt, the rain trailing off his sharp, angular features. He was lean, built for endurance rather than brute force, his graying hair plastered to his forehead. At thirty-nine, he felt the weight of every campaign in his bones, but his mind remained sharper than ever. He had spent enough years navigating the Order’s politics to know what that really meant.

On paper, eleven regions stood united as the Order, yet peace was fragile. War still simmered unseen, bleeding along the coasts, thriving in shadows and gold. Yet, piracy endured. 

They moved silently along the prominent ridge, the jungle shielding them from view. Below, the bay stretched out; the beach glistening beneath the storm, and beyond it stood the fortress, its wooden walls barely visible through the squall, its watchfires burning low in their sheltered braziers. Saylong steadied his breath, his eyes locked on the stronghold as he crouched at the ridgeline.

The Order had pressured regions to dismantle pirate enclaves, but whether by denial or neglect. This one still stood: entrenched, defiant.

The waters beneath it remained lawless, ruled by those who took what they pleased, feeding on the complacency of both East and West.

Rysna Rawno crouched beside Saylong, rain sluicing from the thick pelt draped over his shoulders. The chieftain of Scharr said nothing. Not yet. His axe rested across one knee, the blade scarred, the haft worn smooth by war. He had come farther south than any of his kin in a hundred years, but the cold hadn’t left him. It clung to more than his cloak; it sank into his blood. His village had burned in silence. Thirty gone. His daughter among them. Kalltor had left their bones in the ash and vanished into the sea. Now he hid behind a wall of sharpened stakes. Rysna flexed his fingers once around the axe. He didn’t blink or flinch. Where others bent to the jungle and heat, he remained as he always had. He stood unshaken, shaped by the strength of the North.

The first reports had come months ago, brought by southern traders who passed near the coast and spoke of tents, timber huts, and a scattering of raiders. Saylong had gone alone to see for himself. It had looked containable then, just a nest of thieves, a spark waiting to die in the wind, not a fire poised to spread.

He’d returned north to rally the response. Rysna had answered first. The blood price still hung over him.

Now, crouched above the bay, Saylong saw nothing of what he’d once scouted. The palisade stood high and reinforced, its outer stakes angled like teeth, glistening wet beneath the stormlight. Watchfires burned behind the walls, their glow casting long, flickering shadows across the timber. Two towers flanked the gate, each platform manned, each movement precise. The guards didn’t rush, nor did they shout. Their rhythm was cold and measured, disciplined in a way that unsettled him. This wasn’t a den, at least not anymore. It was a fortress now, and it hadn’t been there long.

Saylong clenched his jaw and rolled his shoulders, though the tension sat deeper than muscle. Months ago, it had been a scavenger den of crude timber, loose patrols, nothing the forty-five of them couldn’t break and burn. Not now. What had risen in its place was something else entirely. Fortified. Organized. Fast. The sheer speed of it gnawed at him, stirring questions that hadn’t yet formed answers.

‘They weren’t this dug in last time,’ he said, voice low, steady.

Rysna rose beside him, arms folded tight across his chest. Rain sluiced from his cloak in heavy streams, soaking the worn leather beneath, but he made no move to shield from it. He stood like a carved stone, immovable, grim, as though the downpour itself would yield before he did. His gaze remained fixed on the fortress, not with caution or fear, but with something colder: contempt.

‘They built themselves a cage,’ Rysna said, voice thick with disdain. ‘Hiding behind barricades, sharpening their little blades, thinking that makes them warriors.’ He exhaled sharply, nostrils flaring. ‘I smell piss in their blood. If we crack that gate, they’ll scatter like snow hares.’

Saylong didn’t answer. His gaze stayed fixed on the movements inside, watching the rhythm of the patrols, the way the guards changed without word or signal. No shouting. No confusion. Just silence and order.

This wasn’t some wild gang thrown together by desperation. It was a force, measured, controlled, and trained. Someone had built this discipline into them and shaped it with purpose.

Hunters had chased him along the coast, but he always slipped the net. Kalltor Dalke never raided like the others. He occupied. He didn’t burn what he took; he cut it apart, piece by piece. 

‘How many do you see?’ Rysna asked.

‘Five,’ Saylong murmured. ‘Gifted.’

‘We’ve five of our own.’

Saylong didn’t nod. ‘I can’t see their footmen. Could be twenty more. Could be two hundred. We’re not facing a gang—we’re facing something dug in.’

He was a Seeker, one of the few born with the gift to sense the power that stirred in others. It was like a second pulse at the back of his mind, faint and persistent. The presence of the gifted revealed itself like an icy fire: first a flicker, then a growing flare as he moved nearer. Tonight, he counted five. None of them burned with the sharp intensity he associated with someone as seasoned as Kalltor.

Still, the danger was there. Those inside the keep weren’t seasoned or fully trained. The colors he sensed were raw, the kind of power that had yet to be shaped. They were flickers in the dark, faint but unpredictable. And even flickers could still kill.

Among their own force, he felt four. The fifth stood just behind, low to the ground, thick with muscle and fury: Gurrlan.

The boar moved with a hunter’s tread, his shoulders broad, his tusks dulled by blood. He was more than beast—he was bonded. A Lumineer. Gifted by Tvaris in the same breath as men. With a single exhale, he could drown a line of soldiers in a choking fog, then charge in through the blindness to finish what the smoke had begun.

Jarlstow, his handler, stood beside him. Hairless from fire, not age. His gift burned on the surface; he is a living torch. His skin was blackened, seared, and tough as bark. He wore no sigil or mark of rank. The fire that danced on his skin was all the emblem he needed. When lit, he could tear through enemy lines like a falling star, brief in appearance and devastating in effect.

Saylong didn’t like fire-gifted individuals because they were too unpredictable and too self-sacrificing. However, Jarlstow had control, and tonight that control would become fire on their blade.

He shifted behind the ridge and exhaled slowly, the weight of it settling deep. There were five gifted below, a garrison he couldn’t count, four ships anchored in the bay, and sharpened stakes lining every stretch of wall. The storm brewing in his bones had nothing to do with rain; it waited beneath them, coiled and certain, a warning drawn clear in every instinct he had.

They weren’t ready for this. They knew nothing of the fort’s numbers, and worse, they weren’t even certain that Kalltor Dalke, the Death Marcher, was inside. Killing him in open battle would cement Saylong’s command, proving his worth in a way no political favor ever could. It would be his victory to claim, his mark to leave upon the Order. But there were too many uncertainties, and Saylong did not gamble with his men’s lives.

Kalltor was highly gifted, and Saylong’s abilities as a Seeker allowed him to sense others like him, their presence shining through the dark in vivid streaks of violet, like an aurora he could both feel and see. 

The stronger the gift, the brighter the glow, the most powerful leaving behind deep, lingering traces in his vision. But as he studied the fortification, he saw no such light. There were five gifted individuals among the ranks, their presence faint, wavering. None of them carried the weight of Kalltor Dalke.

Another way had to be found. Charging the walls now meant death. That fortress was built for one purpose alone: defense. From their watchtowers, archers and crossbowmen would rain death on any force foolish enough to storm the gates. Even if they breached the gate, the defenders would draw them into confined kill zones. Those narrow spaces had been shaped to trap intruders and cut them down before they ever reached the inner yard. And if Kalltor wasn’t inside, the cost would mean nothing. Too many would die to justify the risk.

The only sign of Kalltor’s presence was Mor ò Thail; his ship, the March of Death. Three other vessels lay moored beside it in the bay, their hulls dark against the stormlit water. The flagship alone marked his proximity. If they could seize Mor ò Thail, it would cripple his movement, forcing him into a defensive position. The others could be torched as they escaped, weakening his force and leaving him exposed to a future assault.

Rysna had no patience for strategy.

The chieftain wanted blood, and he wanted it tonight. He cared nothing for stealing ships or diminishing Kalltor’s power. He wanted the pirate’s head, and his warriors were ready to die for that cause. Saylong knew that if Rysna gave the order, his men would follow. And they would die. Rysna was fearless, relentless, and filled with the rage that made him a legend among his people, but it was also the kind of rage that could bring ruin. Saylong understood vengeance and the need to see justice done with steel. But he knew the cost of losing men to a battle not yet ready to be fought.

Without knowing what awaited inside, Saylong wouldn’t risk their lives. He needed these Northmen alive, not only as warriors, but as the future rulers of Teloshka’s North. This was to be the foundation of that alliance, the moment where the North could rise to power and claim what it rightfully deserved.

Rysna shifted beside him, impatient. His fingers flexed around the haft of his axe. ‘Then why wait? If we force them onto the beach and out of their fort, we can take them.’

Saylong didn’t look away from the stronghold. ‘If we storm the walls now, we lose everything. If we draw them out, they’ll outnumber us three to one at least. Those aren’t the odds I can play with.’

Rysna exhaled sharply, his breath audible even through the storm. ‘So we let them sit there?’

‘No,’ Saylong murmured. ‘We cut their legs out from under them first.’

His gaze shifted to the bay. The Mor ò Thail sat heavy in the water, anchored beside three other vessels. Those ships would be ablaze before the pirates could react if they moved silently. If Kalltor was inside the fort, he would have no escape. If he wasn’t, they would have taken everything from him before he even knew a fight had begun.

‘We take the ships,’ Saylong said. ‘Lucarion will send a larger force to take the fort itself. We isolate Kalltor, and we cripple him before he can recover.’

Rysna’s jaw tightened, but he nodded once. Saylong saw the frustration in his stance and knew Rysna wanted to crush the enemy tonight. Yet the longer he stood at Saylong’s side, the more he understood there was more to war than fire and steel.

‘They won’t recover from this,’ Saylong said.

Rysna’s smirk was grim. ‘Then let’s begin.’

As the forty-five warriors moved down the steep slopes, they regrouped behind boulders and thick trees, staying out of sight from the watchmen above. Saylong had ensured their approach remained unseen, with every step precise and every movement carefully measured. Even with their numbers, they had used stealth to the fullest.

He studied the shoreline. Rowboats lay scattered along the water’s edge. One, half-hidden in shadow, would be easiest to steal unnoticed.

Jagged cliffs hid the bay from the Sea of Thewthyri, shielding it from passing ships. Only those who strayed too close, such as the traders who had spotted it, would have seen what lay beyond the rocks. No fleet would see this place, not from a distance. If they waited until tomorrow, Kalltor and his men might already be gone, their ships pushing out into the open waters, beyond reach.

This was their only chance. And under Saylong’s command, the ships would burn tonight.

Before giving the order, he turned, checking every face in the darkness. Every warrior watching, every soldier ready, every position known. Only moments remained before the plan commenced. Within the hour, they would set Kalltor Dalke’s ships ablaze, and they would kill or ruin Kalltor himself.

He exhaled slowly, steadying himself before giving the order. There was no turning back.

The gate shuddered, just enough to be noticed. A muted thump followed, barely rising above the patter of rain. The wooden doors cracked open just slightly, and a wave of drunken laughter rolled through the storm. It came from deep within the fort, layered voices slurring together, sharp and jeering. Then, from the narrow gap in the gate, three figures were shoved onto the sand.

They stumbled forward, slipping as they tried to regain their footing. Naked. Barefoot. Their bodies were slick from the downpour.

Saylong watched as three women, already battered and bruised, were cast out from the fort. At first, they hesitated, clinging to some false hope of reprieve, but the men behind the gate shut it on them. There was nowhere to go except toward the beach. Their heads turned wildly, searching for any escape. In the darkness and rain, it was no simple task. For these women, it was impossible.

Then a crossbow bolt struck the sand between them.

They screamed, their voices barely cutting through the deluge and the echo of jeering from the walls above.

The wet sand swallowed their feet deeply; each step was slower than it should have been, and each movement dragged them toward their preordained fate.

Above them, on the wall walk, the other pirates had taken aim.

Rysna shifted forward, weight low, axe drawn close. His stance was taut, shoulders set to strike.

Saylong caught his arm, his grip unyielding. ‘Not now.’

The first bolt snapped past one of the women’s heads; a deliberate miss, the kind that came from practiced hands, not hesitation. It wasn’t an attempt to kill, only toying with them.

The three women broke apart, scattering in different directions, desperate to avoid becoming easy targets. Fear was heavier than adrenaline, and the sand fought every step.

Another bolt sliced the air. One woman dropped, a cry tearing through the storm as she collapsed onto one knee. The shaft had buried deep in her calf, a shot both deliberate and precise. It wasn’t meant to kill; it was meant to wound, to ignite fear and send it rippling through the others.

Laughter swelled from the walls above.

The other two had gained nearly 150 yards between them and the fort, but Saylong already knew it wasn’t enough.

More bolts followed, each landing just shy of flesh, thudding into the sand at their feet or cracking past them and disappearing into the night. The pirates were humiliating them, toying with them like a predator padding its injured prey.

At that distance, such accuracy should have been near impossible. Even on a clear day, striking moving targets from that range required practiced skill. Yet not one missed. They had played this game before.

Two more bolts whistled through the gale in perfect synchrony. Both women stumbled forward, crashing into the sand as though swallowed by it.

The final bolt struck true, burying itself between the shoulder blades of the woman who had first fallen. She was still clawing at the sand, still dragging herself forward after the shot to her calf. The force hit like a hammer. Her body convulsed once, then went still.

Roars of celebration behind the battlements drowned out the rain.

Tension thickened around Saylong’s unit, suffocating, laced with revulsion. The pirates laughed, their voices cutting through the storm as they mocked the dead and reveled in cruelty.
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​Kalltor Dalke sat at the head of the long table, watching his men drink as the storm battered the fortress walls. The roar of laughter, the slap of dice, the clatter of tankards all blurred beneath the words being murmured in his ear. His expression did not shift, but the words lingered, stitching themselves into his thoughts long after the messenger had vanished back into the revelry.

The deluge had swept in an hour ago in relentless waves with no sign of abating. The plan was in motion, his revenge near at hand. There was still one complication, and it required immediate action. A small regiment of soldiers and warriors was approaching from the northeast, and they were not to be underestimated. They were led by an ambitious Seeker and a warrior chieftain of the northern tribes. They were two men with vastly different strengths but the same relentless intent. For Kalltor, this was a minor setback. It was nothing he hadn’t already anticipated. It was just another ripple in a storm he meant to command.

He slammed his hands down on the table with enough force to rattle the goblets and hush the room. 

‘Bloodsworn!’ he bellowed, voice cutting through the laughter like a drawn blade. The room fell silent, leaving only the hammering rain and the wind howling against the feasting hall.

‘Where is he?’ Kalltor roared, his deep, booming shout cutting through the stillness. ‘Bring me Volnaire—now.’

There was a pause that hung too long, dragging silence into something tight and unnatural. Then a voice broke through, thin and uncertain.

‘He’s taking a piss over the slaves.’

Muted laughter flickered through the hall, uneasy and brief. Kalltor’s frown deepened into something dangerous. His gaze snapped to the man who had spoken, and he gave a stare like steel drawn across stone.

‘Then fetch him, you worthless cur,’ he said, voice low, edged with quiet menace. ‘Or I’ll make sure you’re pissing blood before the night is through.’

The man scattered quickly, shoving a wench from his lap as he hurried through the hall, disappearing into the storm. The noise resumed, rolling back in waves of laughter, the slap of dice, the scrape of tankards, and beneath it all, the relentless hammering of rain against timber and stone.

Kalltor barely registered the sound, his thoughts fixed on the prize he could almost taste. This wasn’t unexpected, though it reeked of risk, and certainly not the kind he liked to take. He had waited too long for this. He had waited too long for the whereabouts of his quarry, and too long to see his revenge sail under his own flag. The night, for all its storm and fury, meant nothing now that his quarry lay within reach. Only one task remained before they could leave this place behind.

There was movement at the hall’s entrance as a shadow slipped through the firelight. A figure stepped in, unhurried, the kind of man who never needed to rush. Even among killers, he drew their attention. Water streamed from the heavy folds of his leather armor, pooling at his boots. His sword rested at his hip, untouched. He did not need to draw steel to own the room.

Radek ‘Bloodsworn’ Volnaire.

He moved through the hall with unhurried ease, the crowd parting instinctively as he passed. There was no need for words or commands; Volnaire simply approached Kalltor’s table and halted, silent and waiting.

Kalltor let him wait. He lifted his pewter ale mug and drank slowly, then dragged the back of his hand across his beard. Volnaire remained still. He did not wait out of submission, but from certainty. Kalltor would speak when he was ready, and until then, there was nothing else to say.

And Volnaire did, watching him with that same dark amusement. A quiet understanding passed between them, one shaped by blood, by battles, and by years. To anyone else, it might have looked like a challenge. But this was not a standoff, and it was not a struggle for dominance. It was respect.

Kalltor let the silence hang a moment longer before speaking, voice low and laced with derision: ‘Good piss, was it?’

Volnaire smirked. ‘Aye. Shame the bitch choked before she could finish the job.’

Low, knowing laughter stirred from those nearest, just enough to cut the tension without shattering it. Beyond the table, the hall remained wild with drink and dice, the storm drowning all but its own fury. Kalltor set down his mug and finally met Volnaire’s gaze. 

‘We move tonight.’

Volnaire’s grin widened. He had been waiting for this moment, and the fire in his eyes said he was ready.

‘What do you need from me?’

Kalltor leaned forward, forearms on the table. ‘We take only what we need. No dead weight. No slaves.’ His voice dropped lower, sharpening at the edges. ‘You want more, Volnaire? You’ll have to take them yourself.’

Volnaire exhaled a quiet chuckle. ‘Then I suppose the next village I burn should consider itself lucky.’

The laughter at the table faded beneath Kalltor’s voice. ‘Once the beach is cleared, we load the ships. You and I on the Mor ò Thail. Yord, Pailon, and Wernal take the others. We sail north.’

Volnaire spat onto the floorboards. ‘The Lucarions and those northern rats at our bay?’

Kalltor’s eyes gleamed. ‘I need fifty men in the tunnels. When the time is right, you hold the beach. If I don’t make it—’

‘The piss you won’t!’ Volnaire cut in.

Kalltor’s grin was slow. Dangerous. ‘Volnaire. If I don’t make it, you finish what we started. Do you understand me, or do I need to carve it into your flesh?’ He let the words linger, then added, ‘Not that it would make a difference, you sack of leather.’

He slapped Volnaire’s arm, heavy with camaraderie. Volnaire just smiled.

‘We have two hours. If the Seeker reaches the beach, he doesn’t leave it.’

Volnaire gave a sharp nod.

‘You know what needs doing. Get the sentries in place. Arm the men. Slit the throats of anything we’re leaving behind.’

It was merely a beat that had passed before the Bloodsworn smiled. ‘Aye, Captain.’

Kalltor swept his gaze down the hall, slow, deliberate. Words weren’t needed. The men understood. Fifty chosen men caught the signal, rising as one without a word. One by one, they abandoned their drinks, their women, their games. Dice tumbled to the floor, tankards tipped and spilled, the revelry dissolving into something heavier. One after another, they rose.

He walked between them without a word. The air parted around him, reverence and fear woven into his presence. A man who had mastered death did not need to demand respect. It was given.

At the threshold, he paused beneath the lintel, the stormlight catching in his wet hair as rain carved lines down his face. He lifted his gaze, the shadows of his features unreadable in the storm’s half-light. No man could say what thoughts churned behind those eyes, and none dared to ask.

They watched him step into the downpour, disappearing into the storm like a wraith.

Back inside, Volnaire rose with quiet purpose, the storm’s echo still clinging to his cloak.

The Bloodsworn climbed onto the table, slow and measured. He did not demand silence. He took it. His hand closed around the morning star where it had rested beside him, lifting it deliberately. He did not raise it as a weapon, but as a scepter of command.

From the seated men and the gathered throng, the chant rose. It began low, a murmured rhythm, and slowly swelled into a war cry that filled the hall.

“Vor-gan su-plem! Vor-gan su-plem! Mor-ó-thail! Mor-ó-thail!”

The chant built steadily, growing louder and fiercer until it crashed through the hall like a storm of its own.

Volnaire let them roar. Let them feel it in their bones. Then he lifted the iron-headed weapon high above his head. It caught the firelight, glinting with wicked edges, and when it came down crashing into the table below, the room plunged into silence.

A single breath passed. Then another.

A nervous laugh broke the silence. It was shrill and uncertain, the kind of sound that had no place in a room like this. It came from one of the women, a flicker of misplaced reaction. Perhaps it was disbelief. Perhaps it was some desperate, fragile hope that the night would not end the way she feared.

It was a mistake.

A fist snapped her head sideways before she could even draw breath. A sickening crunch echoed through the hall as her jaw shattered, teeth snapping loose like dice scattered across the floor. She collapsed in a heap, her body slack, her breath ragged and wet against the ground.

No one moved. No one dared look.

The silence that followed wasn’t shocked or startled. It wasn’t pity. It was the weight of a room that had seen this before, that knew the rules. She was nothing. A whimper in the void. A mistake corrected.

The Bloodsworn surveyed the room, his dark eyes sweeping across killers, raiders, and the damned. They held his gaze. No one flinched. No one dared.

‘Tonight we sail,’ he said, voice like steel rasped over stone.

Silence held. But the look in the men had changed into raw desperation, tempered into something sharper, something hungry. It was the anticipation of battle, and it had taken hold of them completely.

Volnaire was not finished.

‘But first, we deal with rule breakers.’

Volnaire paced along the length of the table, his morning star dragging at his side, its iron teeth scraping deep grooves into the wood. The sound was slow and deliberate, like a blade being sharpened before a kill. He met their gazes one by one, the weight of his stare pressing down like a boot on the throat. No man dared look away. No man dared breathe too deep. The Bloodsworn did not demand silence. He was silence. The kind that came before a slaughter. 

‘We secure the beach. We kill the slaves. We take only what we need to damn our enemies to Tvaris. If any man is caught taking anything that does not serve our purpose, he joins the slaves.’

A murmur of understanding rippled through the hall. No one questioned. No one would dare.

‘There is no room for your pity tonight. There is only room for your undying commitment to the cause.’ His voice deepened, steady and commanded. ‘Tonight, we carve our names into the bones of history. And when this is done, those of you who survive will sail with me. You will command with me. You will rule the seas with me.’

Across the hall, Yord, Pailon, and Wernal were captains in their own right, though each one served beneath the Bloodsworn. They were the first to slam their fists to their chests. It was a single beat of iron discipline. The others followed. Louder. Fiercer. A roar that swallowed the hall.

The men knew what they fought for now.

The women knew, too.

It began with a breath, a shift in weight, a step, then another. Each movement was slow, measured, and soundless. They edged toward the hall’s boundary, where the rain bled into darkness, where escape still felt possible. Ghostlike and fragile with hope, they clung to the illusion that the storm might swallow them first. It did not.

A hand shot out, wrenching one back by her hair. Another was shoved against a table, her breath vanishing in a gasp. The third let out the barest whimper before rough fingers closed over her mouth.

The Bloodsworn’s gaze found them. Cold. Unforgiving. Final.

They had heard him. They knew what men like this did to loose ends.

‘Tonight, this beach burns.’

He let the words settle, slow and deep, like a dagger slipping between ribs. ‘And you will burn it on my command.’

His voice swept through the hall, edged with iron, steady and unrelenting.

‘I want sentries on watch. Keep your eyes to the northeast. No one moves until the signal. Keep three of the slaves. Those three.’

He lifted the morning star, the iron head hanging heavy in his grip, and leveled it toward the women who had dared to slip toward the edge of the hall.

They didn’t get the chance to beg.

Hands seized them, rough and unyielding. They twisted, thrashed, their muffled screams swallowed by the roar of the storm. The captors met their resistance with brutal efficiency, lashing their wrists tight and wrenching their bodies to their knees. The more they struggled, the tighter their captors clenched their hands.

It didn’t matter. They had already been chosen.

‘Arm yourselves. Hold your positions. And when the time comes—’

The weapon slammed down, sinking deep into the wood once again. The tables shuddered. The air itself seemed to rattle.

‘Let. Rage. Rule.’

A final roar erupted from the hall, voices raised in savage anticipation.

Volnaire let them have it. Let them feel it. Then he spoke again, louder this time.

‘Let. Rage. Rule.’

He wrenched the heavy weapon free. Splintered wood snapped as he lifted it, letting it hang loose at his side for only a breath.

Then he moved.

Volnaire walked along the length of the table, dragging the spiked iron head behind him, its teeth carving more grooves deep into the wood. The hall had roared, but now the sound was retreating, fading into the storm outside.

He stopped above one of the women, still standing among the men. She had been silent through it all, her head low, her body small, shrinking into the space between them. She had not tried to run. Maybe she had thought stillness would spare her.

The men beside her shifted as Volnaire approached. One of them caught her by the shoulder, pushing her forward until her hands slapped against the table. Her legs buckled, but she didn’t fall. She was held there, forced into place. The breath in her throat turned sharp, shallow.

The morning star lifted, the weight of it shifting in Volnaire’s grip. He did not hesitate.

The swing came swift, deliberate, and final.

The impact sent a sickening crack through the hall, bone giving way beneath iron. Blood sprayed across the wood, splattering the hands that had held her down. Her body sagged between them, head split open, skull fractured wide beneath the force of the blow. Neither man flinched. Neither spoke.

Volnaire studied his work, breath slow and steady as he let the weight of his weapon fall back to his side.

The room remained still, save for the storm beyond. He turned back toward the men, his voice carrying over the silence. The brutal iron swung down again, sinking deep into the wood. The impact rattled the long tables, the sound tearing through the hall like a crack of thunder. A roar erupted from the men, raw and uncontained.

Outside, storm winds muffled the noise, but fists pounded, chants rose, and the brutality kept building. It remained clearly audible through the wet air. It reached the armory, where Kalltor and fifty of his best strapped on armor and checked their weapons.

The news of the Lucarion soldiers and their northern allies hadn’t fazed him. He had known they were coming long before the storm broke. They built the tunnels early in the fort’s construction, carving them deep into the earth as a contingency. The passages were designed to strike an invading force from behind if they reached the walls and became trapped in the open.

Now, they would serve an even greater purpose. They would not only give his men the advantage. They would deliver an ambush.

The tunnels swallowed them, damp air clinging to their skin, the scent of wet stone thick in their lungs. Carved for war, built for slaughter, they stretched beneath the battlefield like the roots of something ancient, something patient.

As they moved deeper, the pathways split, branching off into separate arteries, each leading small groups of men toward their designated exits. Someone had mapped the routes long before the fort’s construction began. Now, they would serve their ultimate purpose.

The storm above muffled the world, a perfect shroud over what lay beneath. The men crouched in clusters of four and five, their breathing slow and steady. There were no whispered orders and no last-minute signals. Only the sound of water dripping from the tunnel ceilings and the distant lashing of rain against the hidden trapdoors above.

Kalltor lifted his head slightly, eyes narrowing as he peered through a thin break in the earth. The targets were coming, but they weren’t here yet. They would be soon enough. The Lucarions and their northern allies had no other way off the ridge. They would be forced onto the beach, funneled toward the only ground they could take. That was when the trap would spring.

Above, the night raged on, wind tearing through the trees, rain masking every shift of movement. Below, the pirates waited, silent and still as the grave.

There was nothing left to do now. Only wait.

Volnaire had replaced the sentries on watch, their movements now sharp with purpose. Behind the walls, the fort had shifted from revelry to preparation. The men armed themselves, securing weapons and tightening armor. Outwardly, nothing changed. They carried on as if nothing was amiss, as if no eyes were watching them from the ridge beyond the jungle.

The hall, once filled with men and laughter, had emptied. It had become something else now. A graveyard of the unwanted. Slaves and women who no longer served a purpose lay strewn across the floor, their bodies twisted where they had fallen, their blood thick in the storm-chilled air. Their screams had been swallowed by the weather, the wind taking them before they could ever carry beyond the walls. The executions had been swift and brutal.

The ones still waiting their turn did not fight. There was nowhere to run. They watched in silence as the friends, family, and lovers they had once shared cages with were butchered without hesitation.

Volnaire stood at the base of the battlement, watching the sentries above. Their discipline and control were evident. Their signals were subtle: small flicks of a wrist, a shift in stance, a barely perceptible nod. To an outsider, they looked like nothing more than routine movements. But Volnaire knew the code. They were being watched.

Far beyond the walls, movement stirred on the ridge. The jungle masked the enemy well, but it wasn’t enough. Without the tunnels, this would have been a weakness. Now, it was an advantage.

Volnaire exhaled slowly, letting the tension settle beneath his skin. Patience was a weapon, one he wielded as well as any blade. Patience could also be a mask, hiding the insatiable fury that lived just beneath the surface.

He had been blessed by Tvaris. His body was unlike that of any ordinary man. His skin, fluid yet dense, refused to be pierced easily. Even if something found its way through, his organs would harden and protect themselves long enough to withstand the blow.

Once, an arrow had struck him square in the chest, its tip aimed for his heart. He had felt the sting of metal as it broke flesh. It was sharp, precise, and clean. Yet his body refused to let it bury deeper. His heart had gone still. It did not stop, but waited. A breath later, it had resumed its beat, steady as ever, as if death had passed him over. His skin, though torn, had moved like liquid, slowing the blood and keeping him upright.

He was hard to kill, though not impossible.

So he had learned to fight. His gift had never been properly trained, never honed under the hands of an Aurenvian instructor, never tempered by the Order’s teachings. Volnaire had never belonged to doctrine. Never been bent by discipline. He had chosen his own path. The pirate gangs had accepted him, not for what they understood, but because they didn’t need to understand. They couldn’t train gifted, but they knew how to forge a killer. And Volnaire had become the finest among them.

A flicker from the sentry tower above caught his attention. A new signal. The group beyond the walls was moving now, slow and careful, trying to stay unseen. It would still be some time before they reached the beach.

Volnaire smiled to himself. They thought they were the hunters. They had no idea.

Almost an hour passed. A fresh signal from the sentries confirmed it. A second from the tunnel messenger sealed it. Volnaire gave the nod.

Three men stepped forward without hesitation, jeering as they seized the women and dragged them upright. Hands gripped hair, wrists, and arms, anything that would force them into compliance. The gags came off with a wet snap of cloth and rope, torn loose without care for skin or struggle. One woman cried out as the binding was ripped from her jaw, her lip splitting against her teeth. Then the garments followed. The men did not unfasten them. They tore them apart. Sleeves split down the arms, collars were yanked open, and the fabric gave way beneath hands that moved with force, not intent. No part of it was slow. Nothing was spared.

Laughter swelled, crude and sharpened by cruelty. It came not from revelry, but from certainty. These were not men celebrating. They were preparing. They knew what they were about to do, and they welcomed it.

The prisoners did not scream. They folded inward, clutching their arms across their chests, trembling beneath the weight of the stares. Shoulders hunched. Knees bent. Breath came in shallow bursts. But there was no escape left in them. Only the stunned stillness of those who understood exactly what had begun.

The gate slid open, just wide enough as they were shoved through, one by one, vanishing into the rain. Behind the walls, the laughter swelled. The men watched and mocked. They played their games and pretended not to hear what followed.

The first bolt struck. Then the second.

By the time the sport grew dull, the game had ended. The women lay still in the sand, and the silence that followed was heavier than any rain.

Moments later, Kalltor moved.

The Seeker watched from the beach, cloaked in the shadows, unaware he was being watched in return. The darkness offered no shield. Just steps away, the hidden trapdoor waited, the path through which his enemies would strike.

Kalltor lay hidden beneath the beach. He was silent and still, gone from the world. His chest did not rise. His pulse did not stir. No warmth touched his skin. For long moments, he existed outside the bounds of life. He was stripped of instinct, beyond sensation. He was not unconscious, nor asleep. He waited.

His body no longer responded the way others did. Pain had long since become irrelevant. Blood loss only mattered when the body collapsed, and wounds offered no warning. They simply accumulated until death finally claimed him. There was no signal. No scream. Only silence.

His condition had never been trained, never mastered. It was a gift that denied control, a curse that came without warning. Somewhere within, he understood the edge it gave him. And he knew the cost.

And now, the wait was over. The trapdoor edged upward, barely more than a whisper of movement. Just enough for Kalltor to rise through the dark.

The Seeker didn’t turn. Not yet.

But then he saw the violet haze blooming from the ground behind him.
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Although the rain had ceased, the clouds lingered over the beach. Light crept through cracks, thin and weak, reaching for the land below like bony fingers. The fort smoldered in ruin, small fires still burning in defiance of the storm that had passed. The bay was empty. The ships were gone. All that remained were the dead.

Although the body had long since gone cold, Saylong stirred beneath its weight, breath shallow and mind slow to return. The body pressed heavily on him, its warmth long since fled. At first, he didn’t recognize the man or even how he had ended up beneath him. His mind waded through a fog of half-formed thoughts, reality slipping in pieces, sharp and disjointed. The night had swallowed him. Now, daylight pressed in, dragging him toward its aftermath.

Grimacing, he pushed the pirate off him and struggled upright. The battlefield lay in ruin around him, silent and lifeless. He tried to make sense of it. How had this happened?

His gaze landed on a smoldering body some twenty yards away. He knew that armor, recognized the scorched, blackened steel meant to contain the very fire it had once wielded. Jarlstow. The sight of him sparked something in Saylong’s mind. He remembered now. Jarlstow had lit himself aflame, charging the enemy like a living inferno. He wasn’t alone. The Northmen had locked shields, bracing for the storm, only for the storm to engulf them. The raiders came from every direction, surrounding them and severing any hope of retreat. Their wall of iron had become a cage.

Jarlstow had made his stand early, his flaming charge cutting through the first wave of pirates. Saylong could still picture it: the fury, the defiance. Beyond that, he remembered nothing. He didn’t know how it had ended for him.

He stood slowly, testing his limbs. No major wounds. Just exhaustion. How had he survived?

A few feet away, Gurrlan lay still, his massive frame unmoving. Saylong’s heart clenched for a moment. Then came a faint breath, a twitch of his ear. Thank Tvaris, he was alive. Maybe unconscious, or perhaps playing dead. The Lumineer boar had done it in the past.

Gurrlan was no ordinary beast. Saylong had seen war hounds and battle-bred stallions, but nothing like him. The Lumineer boar was a creature of raw muscle and iron will, thick with coarse black fur that bristled like storm-charged brambles. His tusks, curved and sharpened by age, served not only as weapons but also as symbols, scarred and worn from countless battles. A beast made for war.

Even now, sprawled in the bloodstained dirt, Gurrlan’s chest rose and fell, slow but steady. Saylong had no doubt. When he woke, he would fight again. That was what he did.

He scanned the battlefield for survivors. Nothing.

He turned toward the cliffs, his mind clawing through the chaos. Buried in the haze of memory, the tunnels broke open from the ground, and from them, men rose like ghosts, sudden and real. They had surrounded them in seconds. He saw it now, clear as day.

Saylong was no master swordsman. He was a strategist. He battled using available resources. The memories returned in pieces: a wiry thief lunging at him, reckless and wild. Saylong had struck him down easily.

There, sprawled amidst the dead, lay Rysna. The blood had clotted thick in his beard, stiffening the warrior’s face into a mask of final defiance. Saylong’s throat tightened as he approached. The sight of the fallen chieftain sent a single tear rolling down his face. A warrior’s death. He knelt beside him, the weight of the moment pressing against his chest.

He had seen Rysna fight Kalltor. The memory struck like a hammer to the ribs. Kalltor had been there. No one had seen him until it was too late. Saylong now understood why. The Light was his ability, and it had hidden him. Kalltor had buried himself beneath the ground, masking his life essence. No Seeker could have sensed him, not while he wielded Tvaris’ gift.

And when he rose, it had been with relentless fury.

Kalltor in battle was beyond reason. His attacks came in a frenzy that could not be dulled, his defense nearly impenetrable. Saylong had seen warriors stand against great odds before, but no one could have been prepared for him.

Behind him, Gurrlan stirred. A grunt, a heavy breath.

Saylong inhaled sharply. The sleeper. He understood now. The chaos had consumed them all, and somewhere in the fight, Saylong had gone down. He had fallen only after killing the man who had struck him. The body that had pinned him was the one who had nearly ended him.

And Gurrlan. Saylong exhaled slowly. The boar fell at the same time. Nothing else could have knocked him out so cleanly. Only a sleeper’s touch could have done it.

The beach became the battleground. He remembered the gates swinging open, the raiders pouring in, the gifted warriors rushing to meet them.

Fraydorf the “Dead-Hand” had fought valiantly. Saylong could still see the trail of devastation he had carved through the enemy, the way he dropped six, maybe seven pirates in rapid succession, numbing limbs with a single touch and leaving them helpless before he finished them off. But even he had fallen, buried beneath the weight of steel and bodies.

A sound stirred behind the silence, subtle at first, almost too soft to hear over the waves crashing on the shore. Saylong turned, sword instinctively drawn, breath held.

Then came the scream. Not pain. Not fear. It was anguish sharpened into fury, and it hit like a blade through the heart of the beach.

He saw her then, rising from the bodies, bloodied and wild, hair tangled with salt and grit, her eyes burning with a fury that seemed carved from something deeper than grief.

It was Deyra Fjornskara.

She was the daughter of a Northman who had fought at Rysna’s side. Tall, golden-haired, with piercing blue eyes like the frozen lakes of the North. Even in battle, she had possessed an undeniable beauty, one that was striking and untamed. There was fire in her gaze, sharp as the edge of her axe. He had seen her wield it with precision, fighting with everything she had.

He remembered her duel. A pirate, a giant of a man, wielding a morning star. She had stood against him. The crushing blow must have felled her, leaving her for dead. Saylong knew who she had faced. It was Volnaire, as infamous as Kalltor himself.

She stood now, shaking. She screamed again.

Behind them, Gurrlan moved through the bodies, sniffing and searching. Saylong instantly recognized who the boar sought.

The moment the boar found Jarlstow’s burned corpse, he lay down beside it, motionless. Mourning. The bond between Lumineer and master was absolute.

Saylong watched, silent. He had never bonded with a Lumineer. He never desired them, viewing them burdensome, not a blessing. Yet the agony in Gurrlan’s body told him what he already knew.

The boar was a lost soul now.

‘What the fuck happened?’ Deyra’s voice cut through the silence like a blade. ‘How did they know we were here? How?’

Saylong hesitated.

‘I don’t know.’

It wasn’t untrue. Not fully. But deep down, he had already considered the only explanation: someone had known they were coming. Someone close. This wasn’t the time to voice that thought. Not here. Not to her.

‘We need answers, too. We still need to get back to Lucarion. I have people who need to know this happened.’ His eyes swept the ruined beach. ‘We aren’t safe here.’

‘We will not leave until my warriors receive the death they deserve,’ Deyra said firmly, her voice filled with determination despite its rawness.

Saylong met her gaze. There was no arguing with her. The North honored their dead. They did not leave them for scavengers, nor did they abandon them to rot in foreign soil. To leave the fallen here would be a betrayal deeper than the ambush itself.

The beach was littered with bodies, pirates and Northmen alike, but Deyra focused only on her own. She moved among them, her steps careful, placed with quiet purpose. With each fallen warrior she knelt beside, her hands pressed against their cold skin, her lips moving in silent prayer. The wind carried her whispers, words spoken in the old tongue of her people, a call to Tvaris to take them, to guide them through the darkness, to carve their names into the bones of history.

Saylong helped where he could, gathering the bodies of the Northmen together. The Lucarions lay scattered, their armor dented, their weapons snapped or missing. Saylong lacked time for grieving. He had his own duty to uphold.

Deyra worked tirelessly. She cleaned the faces of the dead, smoothing dirt and blood from their brows with the tattered edge of her cloak. She placed weapons in their hands: swords, axes—whatever they had wielded in life, they would carry into the next. She murmured their names as she moved, not just their given names but their deeds, their victories.

‘Varn, who took the head of a warlord at the Black Shores. Eivor, who never fled, not once. Rysna...’ Her voice wavered at his name, her breath catching.

Rysna, the chieftain. The warrior. The last of his line.

She hesitated, then removed her belt knife and placed it upon his chest, the blade resting over his heart. ‘You led us into battle. You deserve a warrior’s send-off.’

Gurrlan had not moved from Jarlstow’s side. The great boar lay beside his master, nudging at his lifeless form, grunting softly as if willing him to wake. Saylong watched, feeling a strange weight settle in his chest.

Deyra turned to him. ‘Don’t leave your people here, either. Let me give them the death they deserve.’

Saylong nodded. He had no argument. He had seen the tenderness in the way she cared for her own.

Jarlstow was the last they carried to the pyre. As they reached for his body, Gurrlan stirred, then rose unsteadily. His breath came heavy, his massive form shadowing the fallen warrior. When the hands pulled Jarlstow away, the Lumineer let out a deep, resonant sound. Not quite a growl, not quite a wail. A sound of loss beyond words.

Driven by instinct, he tried to follow, his
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