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CHAPTER ONE


CLOAKED SHADOWS
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FLAMES OF BURNING BUILDINGS illuminated the night skies of the small village in Aardocia. Screams echoed through the nearby forest as a large group of ruthless bandits attacked, spreading dread and despair. The bandits dragged villagers into the streets and threw them at the feet of figures in black cloaks with hooded faces.

“The fires of chaos consume all in harmony, bringing us this beautiful, despairing symphony,” the leader said, closing a book in which he had been writing. Grinning, he asked a wounded man, “Do you appreciate poetry?”

The injured man glared at his tormentor, asking, "What is the purpose of your actions toward us?" Before any response was given, his assailant slashed his throat, and the man collapsed to the ground.

The cloaked man stood up, surveying the other villagers, who stood before him, faces pale and bodies paralyzed with fear. “I will be the one to ask the questions,” he declared as he stepped forward. “We are searching for an elven woman.” 

As the villagers exchanged puzzled looks, his shoulders sagged as he looked away.

One of the hooded men stepped forward and said, “Maybe she isn’t here.”

The leader glanced at the others. “Perhaps it was the other village in this area.” He sighed and turned away. “Alas, how disappointing our endeavors are tonight.” He looked at a large bandit with an axe. “You and your men will meet us in the village to the west.”

A sneer tugged at the bandit’s mouth as he locked eyes with the hooded leader and said, “We are not your lapdogs. Remember that.”

The hooded man turned away from the bandit to the villagers and sighed. “The rest of the villagers have fulfilled their roles in this shameful part of our act. We need them no more.” He smirked and walked on.

The imposing bandit glanced back at the villagers with a smirk. “Sure,” he declared, placing his axe over his shoulder as he casually strolled toward them. “This will be entertaining.”

The hooded figures walked down the street, the sounds of screams and blades striking bone echoing behind them. They soon disappeared into the smoke and darkness.
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THE CLOUDS HID THE sun the next day in the small farming village. A man in black armor, bearing a military crest on his shoulder protectors, stood sorrowfully over a small boy lying in the mud. He looked into the boy's lifeless eyes before kneeling to close his eyelids. Rising, he looked at the burned village around him and ran his hand through his short hair. Though the smoke from the burned houses was clearing, the stench of charred flesh lingered, making his stomach twist with revulsion. 

This was not the first time he had smelled such a thing. As he turned in response to the footsteps behind him, he saw a young man with dark blue hair approaching. The hair made the man stand out from the others who followed.

"Major Rossan, sir. The company has set up a perimeter around the town." Pausing to look at the child, he added, "It never gets easier, does it?"

"No, it does not." Rossan studied the area while rubbing the hilt of his sword with his thumb in a circular motion. He looked at the young man and sighed. 

“Urision, tell one company to begin burying the dead.”

“Yes, Major,” Urision said, looking at Rossan with consideration. Turning to a nearby soldier, he nodded, giving him the order, then turned back to Rossan. “Commander Quinn has requested your presence.”

"Where is he?"

"He is on the hill over there," Urision said, pointing to a small hill a short distance from the village, with one of the few homes that had not been burned.

"Alright, let's make our way there." Rossan and Urision walked down the street of burned homes and bodies lying on the roads. The scene brought to mind memories of when he was a young man during the Aardocian Civil War.

As if reading his commander’s thoughts, Urision commented, “This reminds me of the Civil War. Who do you think did this?”

"Bandits. Most likely."

“To think these people were just living their peaceful lives.”

Rossan looked down and took a deep breath, before looking ahead and striding forward. “Don’t let your feelings cloud your judgement Urision.

"This happened in our kingdom. How can you be so calm?"

"Because we have no leads. There is no way of finding out which way they went without witnesses. It's out of our control for now. The scouts will find them. Just have patience." Rossan slowed, his gaze drifting forward as if weighing what waited there . “You act like this is the first time such a thing has happened.”

Urision lowered his eyes. “You’re right. Still, it is difficult to see how cruel people can be.”

“Yes, that is true,” Rossan said. “They deserve death,” a dark voice said in Rossan’s head. Rossan stopped, looked at one of the swords he wielded on his belt, sighed, and walked on.

They climbed the gentle slope of the hill, the wooden fence creaking softly in the breeze as it ran alongside the winding road. Upon entering the house, an older man approached Rossan and greeted them. Clad in armor that mirrored their own, he exuded wisdom and strength. The sun had come out from behind the clouds, and his silver hair and beard sparkled like strands of polished metal in the warm sunlight that filtered through a gap in the old roof, casting a radiant glow around him.

"Commander Quinn. Sir," Rossan said.

"Urision, wait outside, please," Quinn requested. "Follow me," he said to Rossan.

Rossan followed Quinn down the hall to a bedroom. On the bed sat a boy of around eight years old. He had a deep cut on his cheek and sadness in his eyes.

"A survivor?" Rossan asked.

“Yes, we have found only this one. You notice anything about this place?”

Rossan looked around. "It has barely any damage."

Quinn took a dagger and cut into a corner of the wall, pulling out a piece. The wood appeared unusual. "Demerwin wood. The most fire-resistant wood there is. Hard to find. Someone built this house to withstand an attack."

"But why? This is but a simple farming village." Rossan rubbed the wall, suspicion showing in his eyes. "What was the owner guarding?"

"I don't know. Maybe the boy knows something. Right now, let's concentrate on burying these poor souls." Quinn walked into the living area.

Rossan approached the boy. “Are you alright?” he asked. “Can you tell me what happened?” The boy just stared in silence. Rossan reached out his hand. "Let's get your injuries tended to. Come this way." The boy slowly took his hand, allowing Rossan to lead him outside, where they met a young woman with deep purple hair, which matched the dress she wore. "Elayne, tend to this boy and watch him, please."

"Who is this strapping young lad?" Elayne said with a smile as she kneeled to look at his cheek. The boy blushed as she turned his head to look at the wound.

"That's a nasty cut. It might leave a scar," she said.

"I think scars are the least of his problems right now," Rossan said.

Elayne sneered at the comment and looked at the boy. "Now, hold still, okay? This won't hurt a bit. I promise." She raised her hand and placed it over the cut on his cheek. A crystal embedded in her hand glowed. When she removed her hand, the cut had healed, leaving behind a noticeable scar. “Let’s get you some food.”

Rossan walked back into the house where Quinn was reading a journal. "Anything of importance?" 

Quinn looked at Rossan with an unconvincing smirk. "No. Not really," he said, tucking the journal into his armor.

Urision barged in with a long wooden box. "I found this in a shed in the back." Setting it on the table, he went to open it, but Rossan grabbed his hand. "What's wrong?" Urision asked.

Rossan pointed to the engraving on it. "It says this is not to be opened by anyone but Dison."

"Who's Dison?" Urision said.

"Open it," Quinn ordered. 

"Are you sure?" Urision asked.

Quinn nodded slowly, his curiosity overwhelming him; his face lit up with excitement.

Urision opened the box and revealed a sword inside. Its shape was unusual, and its blade was dark red. The guard of the sword displayed a bright jewel that appeared luminous.

"It's just a sword." Urision reached for the handle, but Rossan grabbed his hand again. "What?" Urision asked.

"Don't touch it!" Rossan looked down at the cursed sword he carried on his hip; it was fiercely trembling. “There’s only one reason this sword would get this excited.”

"It's a cursed blade. Seal it back up and keep it away from others," Quinn ordered. "Speak of this to no one."

Rossan stepped outside, taking in the sights of the village, which was once again cloaked in a shroud of gray. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth as the rain pattered against his polished armor, creating a soothing melody that mingled with the distant rumble of thunder. He walked over to an old, weathered bench, its wood splintered and worn from years of exposure, and sank onto it wearily. Rubbing his temples, he felt the weight of uncertainty pressing down on him. "So many questions," he mused, the corners of his mouth turning down in frustration. “And only a child remains to answer them.”
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THE AIR HUNG THICK with humidity from the pouring rain that night, wrapping the village in a damp embrace. Rossan sat alone in the middle of the village, a flickering fire casting a warm glow on his face. As he gazed into the dancing flames, he became lost in thoughts of his parents. The thought of his father filled him with bitterness. He remembered how passionately his father had urged him to be strong, pushing him through intense training as a child that was both challenging and painful. 

"We don't need another child; we need a weapon," his father had said. 

The sound of footsteps approaching on the cobblestone path caught his attention. Turning his head, he saw Quinn walking toward him, the soft glow of the fire illuminating the curious expression on his face. "Shouldn't you be in bed, old man?"

"You think I get sleep? I haven't slept a whole night in decades. Things like this keep me up."

"Which thing?"

"All of it. A destroyed village, a lone surviving kid, cursed swords. What's not abnormal about today? It's a little exciting, but also depressing. What secrets did that little house on the hill hide, and who wanted them?" Quinn contemplated. "But these questions are not mine to figure out. It has been getting to me for a while now."

"What do you mean?" Rossan asked.

"I mean all of it; the fighting and watching people die... friends die. It may be time to hang it all up. Maybe time for someone else to take over." Quinn looked on Rossan with smirk.

"Don't joke like that. You make me think you want me to take over, and that's a frightening thought."

"You think I’m joking, Rossan? I think you'd be an outstanding leader. I'm getting too old for this shit."

Quinn took a sip from a flask and then handed it to Rossan.

Rossan took a sip and passed the flask back to Quinn. "Has he spoken yet?"

"No, he's still too frightened."

"We need something to go on."

"Don't change the subject. It's your turn, Rossan. When we return to the capital, I'm going to resign. I've seen enough death for one lifetime. I'm recommending you as my replacement."

"You know how to throw me down a flight of stairs, I'll tell you." Rossan looked at the ground in disbelief. 

"I've thrown you down many. And what did it teach you?" Quinn grinned.

"Lessons hurt." 

"Aye, some do."

"What will you do?"  

“I'll go back to my hometown, Danestria. My father had an old shop there. I will reopen it and make it a tremendous success, as my father did.”

"Oh yes, you’ve mentioned it before. That peaceful little village in the middle of nowhere. Sounds dreamy." Rossan took a sip.

"I think I'll adopt the boy. He needs a new life far from here to recover. We both do. He can help at the shop. There's something about him I can’t put my finger on, but I just know there’s something special about him." 

"Never pictured you as a father," Rossan said. "The kid will probably be better off in an orphanage."

"I'm not a monster."

"That's questionable." Rossan laughed. "It won’t be the same without you, old man.”

"Nothing stays the same. Age takes its toll on all of us humans." Quinn stood and yawned. "We’re not as lucky as the elves. Damn bastards. I do kind of envy them sometimes."

"Yeah, goodnight, old man." Rossan watched as Quinn strolled toward the campsite. He looked at the house on the hill and reflected on the journal Quinn kept from him. "What did you find in that journal, old man?" He contemplated deeply, his mind racing with thoughts and reflections.
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THE NEXT DAY, ROSSAN walked to the medical carriage, his breath visible in the chilly air as fog swirled around him. Each step felt heavy in the ghostly mist. Reaching a small hill, he spotted the boy; a faint shape outside the carriage. Rossan sat beside him on the damp grass. He noticed the boy rubbing a necklace with his fingers. A silver amulet with a blue jewel in the center. The silence in the cool morning fog was thick with unspoken emotions; a blend of grief and resilience. 

"Hey, kid," he said, noticing the tears in the boy's eyes. He sighed. "Did you have breakfast?"

“I'm not hungry,” the boy said.

Rossan sighed. "I never caught your name."

The boy glanced at Rossan. "Dison."

"I should've known that," he said as he thought about the box.

Dison noticed the swords at Rossan's side. Textured cloth wrapped one handle, and intricate, ethereally glowing inscriptions adorned it, hinting at the weapon’s powerful magic. "Why do you have two swords?"

"One's just my regular sword for combat. The other, well, let's say I hope I never have to use that one."

"Then why carry it?"

"That's a good question. It's a sword passed down through the family as a last-resort. For a terrible battle that I hope will never come."

"What battle is that?"

"The kind you don't come back from. It's to protect the nation and those I care about the most. It's a cursed sword. I am still determining what it's capable of. My father gave it to me. Just like his father gave it to him."

"You have never wielded it, why?"

"My father told me to become strong enough never to have to. Suppose I had to use it? It would be against the greatest foes I would ever face." 

"The ones who attacked us wore hoods and black cloaks. I couldn't see their faces. I remember the emblem on their cloaks, though. It looked like a dragon." Dison gazed at the village with a sense of grievance. "They killed my mother. I want to hurt them. Is that normal?"

Rossan nodded slowly. "It is. But it won't bring back a single soul lost here. I hope you know that. Vengeance is just a hole that never gets filled within you. Believe me, I know all too well. My mother was taken from me as well." 

“Who took her?”

Rossan stared at the cursed sword, envisioning his mother wielding it, approaching him with glowing red eyes and a sinister smile. He looked back to Dison. “My father.”

Dison looked at the ground, baffled. "Will you pursue the ones who did this?"

"I will, but not for revenge."

"Then why would you?"

"To stop them from hurting anyone else." 

Quinn approached them. "A knight's sworn duty is to protect. It's not vengeance or for our own justice. It's for the people and the kingdom."

"I couldn't do anything." Dison teared up.

"You felt powerless," Quinn stated. 

"Yes." Dison lowered his head. 

"Then come with me. I'll make you strong, so you never feel powerless again." Quinn placed his hand on Dison's shoulder. Dison looked at him and then at Rossan. 

"He's the best teacher you could have, kid; taught me everything I know," Rossan said.

"Come. I'll help you get what you need from your house," Quinn said.

Rossan watched them walk toward the house. The wind blew through the grass in the field, casting a calm feeling over him. Elayne stepped out of the carriage and made her way over to Rossan. 

She gazed gently into his eyes . "I feel you're not telling me something. What is on your mind?"

"Quinn's taught us all so much. You know what he told me last night?" Rossan asked, casting an apprehensive glance at her. 

"He's like a father to us," Elayne sighed. "If it's his time to leave us, I'm glad he's doing it on his terms. He is one of the few who get to spend their last years in peace."

"He wants me to be his successor. I know I can do it, but..." Rossan hesitated.

"You're worried you won't measure up to him."

"He's a great man to follow, but hard to be behind. He cast an enormous shadow. His accomplishments during the civil wars. He’s a hero."

Elayne smiled and rested her head on Rossan's shoulder. "You'll be your type of leader. Just as great as he is. The soldiers here look up to you."

Rossan contemplated the future and what it might hold as he gazed at the village's fields and ruins. Doubt faded from his mind, replaced by a sense of calm as he looked at Elayne, her hair brushing against his face. He closed his eyes, wishing to prolong this moment a little longer. Urision approached on horseback, causing Rossan to stand abruptly and lose the tranquility of the moment.

"Major, the bandits that destroyed the village! We might have found them." Urision declared. 

"Where?!" Rossan asked.

"To the east. Scouts reported a village under attack there." Urision stated.

"That's Delgard Village. Bring my horse! Let's get these bastards," Rossan ordered.

Urision nodded with sincerity. "YES, SIR!" He turned and rode into the camp.

Rossan turned to Elayne. "Stay here with the boy. Tell Quinn we're going to Delgard, that they're under attack. It's probably the same ones that did this." Rossan hurried down the hillside, his heart racing with anticipation as he spotted Urision waiting beside his horse. With a swift motion, he mounted the sturdy steed. As they set off, he followed a long line of soldiers riding along the dusty road, their armor glinting in the sunlight. Hoofbeats echoed around them, blending with metal clinking as they left the encampment. A sense of urgency filled the air, and the weight of the impending battle ahead pressed on Rossan.
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ROSSAN AND HIS MEN rode as fast as they could. The sight of smoke rising down the road and the screams of villagers confirmed they were nearing the town. When they arrived, they saw bandits attacking the townspeople and setting houses on fire. Rossan and his men drew their swords as he shouted a command and pointed his sword. "Protect the people!" he shouted furiously as they rushed in to confront the bandits.

Rossan leaped off his horse to rescue a village woman from an attack, swiftly cutting down the bandit. He glanced up at a nearby hill and noticed figures dressed in black cloaks, recalling what the boy had mentioned earlier. “Is this some kind of spectacle to them?” Determined, he ran toward them, slicing through any enemy who stood in his path.

The large bandit approached him with an axe. “A little army pet coming to avenge the people.” The bandit laughed. “I am Falwing, leader of the Snake Scourge bandits.” He looked at Rossan, who was gazing past him. “Are you ignoring me, fool?” He shouted angrily as he charged in, swinging his axe.

Jumping to the side, Rossan dodged the blow. 

"I don't have time for you." Rossan's sword glowed as the crystals in his hands pulsed with energy. The sword’s blade became engulfed in flames. He swung the sword, sending a wave of fire toward the bandit, burning him alive. Falwing screamed in agony before falling to the ground. With flames raging behind him, Rossan turned to face the hooded figures.

One of the hooded men sitting on a log clapped slowly. "Very impressive for a human."    

Rossan watched as the man stood and removed his hood. His hair was a striking shade of gray, contrasting with the youthful features that adorned his face, which still held the smoothness and vitality of a young man. Rossan readied his sword. "On behalf of the Kingdom of Aardocia. I, Major Rossan Aldaric, sentence you and all of your followers to death!"

The man laughed and grinned. "I like you! I think you'll be my next tale! You'll have the honor of dying by my hand! It'll be fun, and poetic, like a tale from ancient times!"

"Come on then! We'll see which of us falls!" Rossan said. 

Urision rode up and jumped off his horse. "Rossan!"

“Not today, I'm afraid!” the man said. “Your death here would not be poetic. Rossan was it? We shall meet again. The day of our glorious performance will be spectacular! Become stronger!” 

"That's enough, Delcres. You've said enough." A large man in a hood stepped forward. “Seems our bandits are being defeated.”

"Kaltros, you worry too much. But alas, it's time for our grand exit!" Delcres exclaimed dramatically. "Until we meet again, Rossan Aldaric! The show will soon begin! Veltress, if you would be so kind."

The woman raised her hands, and a magical aura formed around them. A purple magic ring appeared behind her and moved toward them.

"What is this?" Urision asked.

"You're not going anywhere!" Rossan ran toward them, but the ring swallowed them and disappeared in a blinding glow. Rossan ran to the top of the hill and looked around in all directions.

Urision ran up behind him, looking in all directions. "What’s going on? Where did they go?" 

"I don't know." Rossan sheathed his sword and walked down the hill. "But they're gone."   

"People can't just vanish, Major!"

"Well, they found a way." Rossan walked into the village as his troops threw a surviving bandit at his feet.

"We've captured a few of them. Should we execute them?" the troop asked as he looked down on the bandit.

"No. We need information." Rossan kneeled to face the bandit. "Who were the ones on the hill? The ones in the hoods. Were they your leaders?"

The bandit laughed hysterically and grinned, revealing his rotten teeth. "They're death—creatures from legend. They want their world back. There's no stopping them." 

Rossan stared at the bandit intensely. Hearing horses riding behind him, he turned to see the rest of the unit, with Quinn in the lead. 

Quinn dismounted his horse. "Good, I was hoping for a few survivors. Has he told you anything?"

"Nothing important." Rossan walked past Quinn in frustration. He contemplated what the bandit had said and looked where the hooded people had vanished. 

"They'll talk. I guarantee it," Quinn stated.

Rossan walked back to where the hooded people had vanished and gazed at the distant mountains from the hilltop. He stood in silence, mulling over the chaotic events of the last two days. Shadows, shaped like the hooded figures that had mysteriously appeared, loomed in his mind. What were these ominous figures truly after, and when would they re-emerge from the darkness? The uncertainty gnawed at him as he tried to piece together their purpose and the threat they posed.
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CHAPTER TWO

Grove of Rest
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The years passed, and Dison was about to turn nineteen. His brown hair fell to his shoulders, and he wore an old, faded blue shirt, brown pants, and worn-out boots. Peace reigned in Danestria. The fields and surrounding forest were so quiet, Dison often felt bored. The only excitement in his life came from his training, which came less every year. Quinn was a harsh teacher who kept Dison on his toes with lessons in sword fighting and survival skills. On some evenings, seeking an escape from Quinn and his sisters, he found solace in fishing at a quiet pond in the nearby forest. As the evenings grew cooler, Dison dreaded the coming winter. 

He often thought of his mother, but the memory of her only brought visions of the ones who took her from him, causing him frustration. He slowed his breathing to calm down.

The sound of rustling leaves made him aware he was not alone. "Come on out, Tina!" Dison sighed with a smirk.

A ten-year-old girl emerged from behind a nearby tree, her long brown hair cascading down her back in a playful ponytail. With bright, curious eyes sparkling with mischief, she approached Dison, her footsteps light and full of energy as she moved through the dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves. The air buzzed with anticipation as she drew nearer, a playful smile spreading across her face. "You know it's getting too chilly for fishing, Dison. Kaida has made dinner if you want some."

"Let me guess, potatoes and beans again."

"Well, it's better than nothing." 

"I would have loved some fish to go with it." Dison stood up, pulled his fishing line from the water, and frowned at the empty hook. He tucked the rod into a crevice of a nearby tree to conceal it. "Let's go eat. Nothing biting anyway"

Dison and Tina stepped out of the dense forest, the cool shade giving way to the warm sunlight on a winding road that invited them toward the town. Dison thought back to his old village and his mother walking with him through the fields. As they approached, the city's sheer size became clear. It loomed large, sprawling beyond its ancient walls like a giant tree eager to grow. This was Danestria, the hometown of Quinn.

They soon found themselves in front of an old two-story shop at the edge of the bustling town. Its weathered facade told stories of better days, with several broken windows gaping like missing teeth, and a shingled roof that sagged under the weight of time. The building seemed almost out of place among the newer structures surrounding it, its age contrasting with the vibrant, modern architecture nearby. 

Once a considerable distance from the heart of the town, this shop had become engulfed by the city's rapid expansion; a relic of the past now overshadowed by progress marching relentlessly forward.

The front of the store showcased old armor and weapons. The back included a kitchen and a bedroom, with a staircase leading to additional bedrooms. Dison walked into the downstairs bedroom while Tina hurried to the kitchen.

In the bedroom, Quinn sat in his wheelchair, looking out the window at the fields surrounding the town. The years following his departure from the military had not been kind to him. He was fighting a chronic illness he had developed six years after leaving the service. This illness was lessening his quality of life and taking a considerable toll on him. 

Dison approached him. "Hey, old man. Time for dinner."

"You enjoy your fishing trip?"

"I wish I could've caught something for dinner."

Quinn struggled to speak into his sleeve as he went into a coughing fit. "Off again, as usual. You should go join a guild or something. Go on adventures. Not sit around here."

Dison grabbed his wheelchair and pushed him toward the kitchen. "I have to take care of you, old-timer."

"You should just worry about yourself. I'm done for anyway." Quinn coughed up blood this time and tried to hide it, hoping Dison didn't notice. “You, Kaida, and Tina would be better off without me holding you down,” he said.

Dison continued as if he didn't notice, but he had known for some time that Quinn's condition was worsening. He pushed Quinn to the table where Tina was sitting. Their other sister, Kaida, placed food on the table. She was eighteen, with long brown hair that she styled to conceal her pointed ears. Her striking crystal-blue eyes caught the attention of anyone who looked at her. As a half-elf, she was of mixed human and Elven heritage and faced prejudice from both races, but found peace in this part of the kingdom.

"You need to stop talking like that, Papa," Kaida said in a caring tone. 

Quinn lowered his eyes. "You all will have each other. I know you can take care of each other." Giving Dison a serious look, he picked up his fork and took a bite.

"We can handle ourselves," Tina declared as she tossed a bean at Dison, hitting him on the head. "I'll take care of Dison. He's always so serious." 

Dison shot her a stern look before retaliating with one of his beans, and they began throwing beans at each other. Quinn looked at them with a serious look before joining in as he chuckled.

At first, Kaida grew furious. “Come on now. I just cooked this!” All too soon, she sighed, “It's a good thing I made extra, I guess,” she said, joining the fight, and their laughter filled the kitchen as they all enjoyed hurling food at each other.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, DISON lay on the roof of the house, rubbing the necklace he wore, and gazing at the starry sky while contemplating Quinn's request. Ever since Quinn had brought him to Danestria, Dison had wanted to join the military and hunt down the ones in the hoods. However, the weight of Quinn's illness made him realize that being there for his family was more important. He and Kaida were trying to run the shop, but needed more customers. Armor and weapons did not sell well during times of peace. They also had a small farm in the back that provided enough food for most days. Dison wanted more for them.

Dison heard someone climbing the little ladder he had made to get on and off the roof. When he saw Kaida making her way to him, Dison laid his head back down. "Tina finally asleep?"

"Yes." Kaida lay beside Dison as close as she could get. "It's chilly. How are you not frozen?"

Dison smirked as she cuddled up to him for warmth. An intense silence hung between them, as if they were thinking the same thing. "So."

"So?"

"Rossan sent me a letter."

"I know. You're thinking of joining the military?"

"Money will help us live a better life. So yes, I am."

"Papa doesn't want you to."

"I'm doing this for all of us. I have to take care of you and Tina."

Kaida looked away, knowing she could not persuade Dison away from his determination. "Tina will miss her big brother."

"I know, but you'll be there for her, and one day she'll understand. Also, I'll always come visit."

"Promise me you won't forget us."

"How could I forget my two favorite sisters?"

Kaida turned her gaze to the side, her eyes filled with a deep sense of desperation. "Sister," she whispered, her voice barely audible. They reclined side by side, gazing at the vast, starlit sky, the chilly night air wrapping around them. The temperature brought a cool, yet subtle tension that clung to the atmosphere, a stark contrast to the warmth of their bond. 
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THE NEXT DAY AT DAWN, three men—a middle-aged man and his two young sons—walked through the woods near Danestria. The vibrant colors of fall illuminated the surrounding forest as the men, armed with bows, looked for a new area in which to hunt, when they discovered an old cobblestone road that had been unused for decades.

"Dad, have you ever seen this place before?" one of the young men asked.

"No, I haven’t, Kale," Jerim, his father, said.

They followed the road's remnants until they reached an old carriage sitting off the side of the road. The elements had worn down the structure, and moss had overtaken much of its surface. The men explored the carriage, wondering what they might find.

Kale looked inside the carriage and found old dresses and a few toys scattered on the floor. A small cloud of vapor puffed into the cold air as a chill swept over him.

"Dad! Kale! You need to see this!" their little brother, Jamus, yelled.

Kale hurried over to join his brother and father. He gazed upon the remains of two bodies draped in tattered dresses, their once-vibrant fabrics now dulled and faded. Decades of abandonment had left the bones withered. The surrounding air was heavy with a sense of stillness, adding to the eerie atmosphere enveloping the scene. Sensing he was being watched, Kale scanned the area.

“I feel sorry for these women,” Jerim said.

"What's that between them?" Jamus gestured toward a striking rock formation, its rugged surface adorned with fresh carvings. The inscriptions etched into the stones hinted at a story or message from a long-forgotten time.

"Witchcraft. Do you think they were witches?" Kale assumed. 

"I don't think so. I've felt like someone has been watching us since we got here." Jerim said.

"You feel that too," Kale said to his dad as he looked over the woods. He heard whispering coming from the corpses. He noticed pollen around them and heard women's laughter coming from afar. "What is this?" 

"Don't breathe it in," Jerim yelled. "Let's get away from here!"

"Come on, Jamus!" 

Kale followed his father, running as far as they could down the road. As a blanket of mist swallowed the forest, he turned to check on Jamus—he was nowhere to be seen. “JAMUS!” he cried out. Turning back to his father, who was coughing uncontrollably, he asked, " Dad, what's going on? Are you okay?" 

"Yeah. Where's your brother?"

"I don't know. I thought he was behind us, but this mist came from nowhere." He patted his father on the back. "Let's go, Dad. We have to find Jamus." 

His father turned toward him, his eyes hollow and his skin rotting. Kale panicked and backed away. 

"What is it, Kale?"

"You're not my dad." Kale tried running, but the monster grabbed him and kept saying in a raspy voice. "Son, it's me. Stop, it's me." Kale drew a dagger and sliced the monster's arm. The creature backed off in pain, gripping its arm as it disappeared into the mist. Kale ran as fast as possible to escape the forest, but the fog was so thick he couldn't see more than a few feet in front of him.

"Kale!" a voice called to him. He looked around in disbelief. 

"Mom," he said as he wandered around, trying to hear her again. "Mom, is that you? Where are you?!" He tripped and fell over something. It was Jamus’s body. "Little brother."

"You left me." Jamus's voice came from the forest. 

"No. I thought you were behind me," Kale said.

"You left me to die. Just like you left Mom to die."

"No. I didn't. I..." Kale watched in horror as his brother's body came back to life, emitting a piercing shriek, his eyes pale white. The reanimated figure crawled toward him with alarming speed. Heart racing, Kale got up and ran as fast as he could. After a moment, he stopped to look behind him, trying to determine if the creature was still in pursuit. He backed up against a tree, desperately trying to catch his breath.

"Kale." A whisper came from above. 

Kale looked up slowly and saw a woman crawling down the tree toward him. She
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