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The leather tent creaked as Emirra drove the last wooden stake into the frozen ground. Her fingers, raw from the cold, fumbled with the ties. A gust of wind swept through the clearing, carrying the first flakes of a winter snow. The white powder dusted her shoulders and settled on the surrounding pines.

Her gaze drifted to her rolled furs near the tent entrance. Their mere presence filled her with dread, the anticipation of what was coming as sure as the morning sun would rise. The unease crept along her spine as she ran her hand over the weathered pelts. Nothing seemed out of place, yet...

Emirra shook her head and sank onto a fallen log, brushing away the thin layer of snow. The village lights flickered in the distance, no more than half a day's walk. Work waited there - menial labor, hunting, whatever kept her fed. But tonight, distance and darkness forced her to make camp.

The wind picked up, whistling through the trees. More snow drifted down. Emirra pulled her cloak tighter and reached for her pack, the leather worn smooth from years of travel. Her fingers found the wrapped bundle at the bottom. The bread inside had gone hard as stone, but it was food. She broke off a piece, the crust crackling.

Winter's approach weighed on her like chains. Each year grew harder, colder, longer. The thought of spending another season sleeping on frozen ground, hunting for scraps, made her bones ache. She stared at the village beyond, its warm hearths and solid walls taunting her.

The bread turned to paste in her mouth. She forced herself to swallow. One piece of stale bread - that's what stood between her and hunger tonight. Her free hand unconsciously gripped the sword at her side, its familiar presence offering little comfort against the growing dark.

Snow continued to fall, erasing her tracks, covering the forest in silence. The uneasy feeling returned, stronger now. Emirra's eyes darted between her tent, the furs, and the deepening shadows between the trees. She remained perched on the log, unable to shake the sensation of waiting for something she couldn't name.

Emirra crawled into her tent, the leather walls blocking the worst of the wind. Her pack slid across the frozen ground until it pressed against the gnarled trunk of the ancient pine. The branches above creaked, their needles rustling in protest against the growing storm, each gust sending tiny ice crystals pattering against the hide shelter.

She spread her furs across the tent floor, each movement precise, calculated, born from countless nights spent in the wilderness. The ritual was familiar - necessary. The pelts retained some of her body heat from previous nights, though the comfort they provided remained surface-deep. Their musty scent filled her nostrils, a reminder of the animals that had surrendered their warmth to her survival. Her muscles tensed as she wrapped herself in their embrace, knowing what waited in the depths of sleep.

The darkness pressed closer, seeping through every crack and seam of the tent. Her eyelids grew heavy, the weight of the day's journey settling into her bones like lead weights. She fought against it, staring at the tent's ceiling, counting her breaths until the numbers blurred together. But exhaustion won, as it always did. Her consciousness began to slip, that familiar terror rising in her chest like ice water. The moment between waking and sleeping stretched like a bowstring pulled too tight, trembling with anticipation.

A wolf's cry pierced the night.

The sound cut through the forest, filled with such profound sorrow it made her chest ache. The howl echoed off the distant mountains, muted by the thick grove of pines surrounding her camp, their ancient trunks standing sentinel in the darkness. It spoke of loss, of loneliness - emotions Emirra knew too well, carved into her soul by years of solitary wandering.

* * *
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EMIRRA'S FOOTSTEPS echoed across polished marble floors, each click of her boots bouncing off towering stone walls. Ornate tapestries in rich crimson and gold adorned the corridor, their threads catching the warm glow of brass sconces. The unfamiliar hallway stretched before her, seeming to extend forever into the distance.

Voices drifted through the air - servants discussing the day's duties, guards changing shifts, nobles engaged in hushed conversation. The sounds wrapped around her like a blanket, yet the hall remained empty.

"The delegation arrives at noon-" a woman's voice cut through the air.

"Fresh bread for the kitchens-" called another.

"Your Highness, the court awaits-"

Emirra spun, searching for the source of the phantom voices. Her hand instinctively reached for her sword, but found only air at her hip. The voices grew louder, overlapping into a cacophony of sound that pressed against her skull.

A crack of thunder split the air. The sconces sputtered and died.

Darkness crashed over the hall like a wave. The polished marble crumbled beneath her feet, giving way to cracked stone covered in years of dust and debris. The once-pristine tapestries hung in moldering tatters, their colors faded to ghostly shadows of their former glory.

The voices fell silent. Only the whisper of wind through broken windows remained, carrying the musty scent of decay. Moonlight filtered through gaps in the ceiling, casting strange shadows across the ruins of what had moments ago been a thriving palace.

Emirra's boots crunched over fallen stonework as she pressed forward. Sections of wall had collapsed, exposing the skeleton of the castle to the elements. Thick vines snaked through the cracks, nature slowly reclaiming what man had built.

"Hello?" Her voice fell flat in the dead air.

Water dripped somewhere in the darkness. Each drop echoed like a hammer strike against her nerves. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as the shadows seemed to writhe and twist in the corners of her vision.

A whisper drifted past her ear, too faint to make out the words. She whirled around, but found only emptiness behind her. The moonlight dimmed as clouds gathered outside, plunging sections of the hall into complete darkness.

The whisper came again, closer this time. A chill ran down her spine as she half recognized some ancient language in the unintelligible sounds. Though she couldn't grasp the meaning, the words pulled at something deep within her memory.

Another crack of thunder shook the ruins. Loose stones clattered to the floor around her. The darkness pressed closer, thick enough to touch, as the whispers grew into a chorus of urgent voices speaking in that dead tongue.

Through the gaping wound in the castle wall, an alien landscape stretched before Emirra's eyes. Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the vast expanse of white that blanketed everything in sight. No tales from travelers or ancient texts had ever spoken of such a place.

Broken buildings jutted from the snow like jagged teeth, their upper floors barely visible above the drifts. What must have once been a thriving castle town now lay buried beneath ice and ruin. Scorched timbers and chunks of stone poked through the pristine snow, testament to the violence that had claimed this place.

The wind cut through her clothing, sharp as a blade. She wrapped her arms around herself, teeth chattering as she edged closer to the breach. Far below, streets that might have once bustled with merchants and townspeople were now silent corridors of ice. Frozen fountains stood as crystalline monuments, their waters trapped mid-flow.

Beyond the town's fallen walls, the devastation stretched to the horizon. Rolling hills and valleys lay trapped beneath winter's grip, an endless sea of white broken only by the dark shapes of destroyed villages and watchtowers. The skeleton of a massive bridge reached across a frozen river, its center span long since collapsed into the ice below.

No birds flew in the steel-gray sky. No smoke rose from chimneys. No signs of life disturbed the perfect, terrible stillness.

Emirra's fingers traced the rough edge of the broken wall. The stone felt wrong - too smooth in places, as if it had been melted rather than broken. Whatever force had laid waste to this kingdom had wielded power beyond ordinary warfare.

The wind carried the soft crunch of shifting ice and the hollow moan of air moving through abandoned buildings. These sounds echoed off the frozen ruins, creating an eerie chorus that made her skin crawl.

She pulled back from the opening, rubbing her arms to ward off more than just the cold. The emptiness of this place pressed against her chest like a physical weight. This wasn't just destruction - it was extinction.

A sound like the world being torn apart ripped through the frozen air. Emirra clutched her head as the thunderous roar drove her to her knees, the vibrations rattling her bones. Her skull felt ready to split open.

Above, the steel-gray sky cracked. A void darker than the deepest cave gaped in the heavens, its edges jagged and raw. The hole spread like spilled ink across parchment, devouring clouds and what little light remained.

The castle stones trembled beneath her. Chunks of masonry broke free, tumbling into the abyss that now filled half the sky. The wind died, replaced by an otherworldly silence that pressed against her eardrums.

Emirra tried to scramble back from the breach in the wall, but her limbs wouldn't respond. The darkness pulled at her, a physical force that lifted the hair from her neck and tugged at her clothes. The void consumed the last traces of sky, plunging the ruined kingdom into absolute darkness.

Her stomach lurched as gravity shifted. The stone beneath her knees crumbled away. She clawed at the remaining floor, fingers scraping against ice-covered rock, but found no purchase. The darkness swallowed the castle, the frozen town, the entire world.

She fell. The air rushed past as she tumbled through nothingness, robbed of all sense of up or down. No light, no sound, no sensation except the endless plunge into the void. Her scream died in her throat, stolen by the absolute darkness that had devoured everything.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2











[image: ]


Emirra jerked awake, her heart pounding against her ribs. Cold sweat plastered her tunic to her skin despite the winter chill. She patted her arms, legs, face – checking that all of her remained solid and real.

The leather walls of her small tent filtered the pre-dawn light into a murky brown. Her breath fogged in front of her face as she sat up, the fur hide sliding off her shoulders. The remnants of the dream clung like cobwebs to her mind: the endless fall, the void that consumed everything, that bone-rattling sound that still echoed in her skull.

Her fingers fumbled with the straps of her pack. The familiar texture of worn leather grounded her in reality as she checked the contents. Her sword lay where she'd left it, within arm's reach. The metal felt ice-cold against her palm as she traced the pommel. The few coins she had clinked at the bottom of the pack. Her waterskin, dried meat, the last heel of bread – all present.

She pulled the fur hide tight around her shoulders, burrowing into its warmth. Pine needles crackled beneath her as she shifted position. Through a gap in the tent flap, she glimpsed the massive oak she'd camped under, its branches stretching overhead like gnarled fingers against the pale sky.

The dreams had started three months ago. Each night they grew more vivid, more urgent. That castle – she'd never seen its like in all her travels, yet every detail felt familiar. The ancient stonework, the sweeping arches, even the pattern of the floor tiles beneath her feet. And that frozen wasteland beyond the walls...

Emirra pressed her palms against her eyes until spots danced in her vision. Her head throbbed, a dull ache behind her temples that always followed these dreams. She'd tried everything to ward them off – sleeping drafts, exhausting herself with extra miles of walking, even staying awake for days. Nothing helped. The dreams always found her.

The worst part wasn't the dreams themselves, but the feeling they left behind. Like she'd forgotten something vital, something that tugged at the edges of her memory. It was there in the way the ancient castle halls had felt like home, in how the destruction of that unknown kingdom had torn at her heart as if she'd lost something precious.

A wolf's howl pierced the dawn silence. Emirra's hand flew to her sword hilt before her mind caught up. The sound came from far off – no immediate threat. Still, it served as a reminder that she'd lingered too long in her thoughts.

She shook off the remnants of the dream and began breaking down her camp with practiced efficiency. The leather tent collapsed into a tight roll, secured with worn straps. Her few possessions found their designated spots in her pack – everything in its place, ready to grab at a moment's notice.

The great oak's branches creaked overhead as she shouldered her pack and adjusted her sword belt. A light dusting of snow had fallen overnight, barely enough to cover her boots. The village of – what had the trader called it? Millbrook? Millhaven? – lay several miles ahead. With luck, she'd arrive before midday.

Emirra picked her way through the underbrush, fallen leaves crunching beneath her feet. The morning air bit at her cheeks, sharp enough to chase away the last cobwebs of sleep. She'd learned to appreciate these quiet moments on the road, when the world belonged to her alone.

Ten years she'd lived this way. Town to town, never staying long enough for people to ask questions or look too closely. There were worse lives. She'd seen enough of poverty and desperation in her travels to know that. At least she answered to no one but herself.

The path ahead wound through a stand of bare trees. Emirra traced the familiar weight of her coin purse – light enough to need work soon. Villages always had something that needed doing. Clear out wolf dens, hunt game, repair buildings. She'd done it all. The villagers paid fair and asked few questions, as long as the work got done.

Sometimes she envied them their settled lives. The certainty of knowing where they'd sleep each night, of having a place to return to. But then she'd see the walls they built around themselves – not just the physical ones of wood and stone, but the invisible barriers of custom and obligation. The price of belonging was too steep.

A crow called overhead, wings dark against the pale morning sky. Emirra adjusted her pack straps and lengthened her stride. The sooner she reached the village, the better chance of finding work before someone else claimed it. The dreams could wait. They'd find her again tonight, whether she wanted them or not.

The forest thinned as Emirra approached its edge, bare branches giving way to open fields dusted with frost. Morning mist clung to the ground in patches, breaking apart as the weak winter sun climbed higher. The village sprawled across the valley floor below – a collection of thatched roofs and smoking chimneys surrounded by a wooden palisade in need of repair.

Her boots crunched against frozen grass as she followed the dirt path down toward the settlement. The guards at the gate paid her little mind, more focused on staying warm than watching for threats. Their armor showed patches of rust, leather straps cracked with age. One dozed against the wall while his companion warmed his hands over a small brazier.

A man stumbled past, reeking of cheap ale and muttering to himself. His threadbare clothes hung loose on his frame, and he clutched an empty bottle like a talisman. He nearly collided with Emirra before veering away at the last moment, continuing his unsteady journey without acknowledging her presence.

The streets were mostly empty, save for a lone figure in gray robes moving from door to door. The nun carried a basket of bread and medicines, leaving small parcels on doorsteps. Her head remained bowed in prayer as she worked, the words too quiet to make out. She paused only to make the sign of the divine before each threshold, then continued her rounds without looking up.

Emirra kept to the edges of the street, her steps silent from years of practice. The village had the same tired look as countless others she'd passed through – struggling to survive another winter, too focused on daily survival to care about strangers passing through. It suited her purposes well enough. The less attention she drew, the better.

Emirra weaved through the narrow streets, past weathered buildings with sagging roofs. Her experience told her the town center would hold what she sought - every settlement had its gathering place where news and opportunities circulated. The smell of fresh bread from a nearby bakery made her stomach growl, reminding her that her supplies had run low.

A cluster of buildings opened into a modest square, market stalls still empty this early. A wooden board stood near the village well, its surface crowded with notices and wanted postings. As she approached, a woman in a worn dress rushed forward, tears streaking her face. Her hands shook as she pressed a piece of parchment against the board, struggling to pin it in place.

The woman's fingers fumbled with the nail, dropping it twice before managing to secure the notice. She pressed her palm against the paper for a moment, shoulders trembling, then hurried away without looking back. Her soft sobs faded as she disappeared down an alley.

Emirra stepped closer to examine the fresh posting. The handwriting was uneven, the letters pressed deep into the parchment with desperate force:

MISSING - My son Tomas didn't come home last night. Dark hair, green eyes, eight years old. Last seen playing near the north gate at sunset. Will give everything I own to anyone who can bring him back safely. Please help. Ask for Sara at the tanner's shop.

Drops of water had smeared some of the ink - tears, not rain. Emirra's fingers traced the edge of the parchment, feeling the rough texture where the woman's grief had warped the surface.

Emirra's hand lingered on the parchment. A missing child. Her own childhood flashed through her mind - fragments and pieces, like shards of broken glass that cut when she tried to grasp them. No mother's embrace, no father's guidance. Just the silent halls of her uncle's house, his back turned as he pored over dusty tomes, leaving her to piece together survival on her own.

She pulled her cloak tighter and traced the village walls to the north gate. Two guards leaned against the weathered stone archway, passing a flask between them. Their armor showed spots of rust at the joints.

The ground around the gate bore the marks of children's games - stick figures drawn in the dirt, scattered pebbles from some counting game. She crouched down, brushing her fingers across bootprints and scuff marks in the earth. Too many feet had passed through since yesterday, obscuring any clear trail.

A collection of wooden crates stood stacked against the wall. Behind them, she found a small leather ball, covered in dried mud. The kind of toy a child might treasure. She picked it up, turning it over in her hands. The stitching was coming loose at one seam.

The guards paid her no mind as she widened her search, moving in careful circles out from the gate. Nothing. No torn cloth, no clear tracks leading away. Just the usual debris of village life - broken pottery shards, animal droppings, trampled grass.

A wolf's howl pierced the morning air, closer than the ones she'd heard earlier. Emirra's head snapped up, eyes fixing on the tree line. The dense forest pressed against the village's northern edge, branches swaying in the chill breeze. That hollow sound echoed in her chest, stirring memories of her dream - that frozen wasteland, that growing darkness.

Her hand moved to the hilt of her sword as she studied the shadows between the trees. Something about that howl felt wrong. Wolves didn't usually venture this close to settlements, especially not at this hour. The guards had straightened at the sound, their hands tightening on their spears.

The tree branches swayed again, but there was no wind.

* * *
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EMIRRA'S FINGERS TIGHTENED around her sword hilt as movement caught her eye. Dark shapes slipped between the trees, too fluid for branches swaying in wind. Another howl split the morning air, but this time it came from behind her.

She spun around. Three timberwolves emerged from the forest's edge, their ribs visible through matted gray fur. The largest of the pack stalked forward on legs like dried branches, yellowed fangs bared in a permanent snarl. Its companions spread out to flank it, heads low and shoulders hunched.

"Sound the alarm!" One of the guards fumbled with his spear, nearly dropping it. His companion backed away, flask forgotten in the dirt.

The alpha wolf's muscles bunched beneath its scarred hide as it lowered into a defensive crouch. Its yellow eyes fixed on the guards, calculating. These weren't ordinary wolves - there was too much intelligence in that gaze, too much purpose in how they positioned themselves.

Emirra drew her sword in a smooth motion, the steel catching the morning light. The sound drew the alpha's attention, its head swiveling toward her with unnatural speed. Up close, she could see the signs of desperate hunger in its hollow cheeks and protruding spine. Winter had been harsh on the forest's predators, driving them to risk attacking the village.

The two guards raised their spears with shaking hands, forming an unsteady line between the wolves and the gate. Their armor creaked with each movement, the sound sharp in the tense silence that had fallen.

"Get back to the village," Emirra called to them without taking her eyes off the wolves. "Warn the others."

The alpha's muscles tensed, its head lowering as a growl rumbled from deep in its chest. Before Emirra could shout another warning, the two smaller wolves sprang forward in perfect unison, their lean bodies covering the distance in heartbeats.

The guard to her left thrust his spear with a strangled cry. His aim went wide as one of the wolves twisted mid-leap, its jaws snapping at the wooden shaft. Splinters flew as teeth met wood.

Emirra's breath caught as the second wolf lunged for her throat. She dropped and rolled left, the beast's claws raking the air where she'd stood. Her shoulder struck frozen earth, the impact jarring through her bones as she used the momentum to spring back to her feet. Her sword swept up in a defensive arc, forcing the wolf to back off.

The creature's yellow eyes tracked her every movement. Despite its gaunt frame, it moved with deadly grace - far quicker than any normal wolf she'd encountered. It circled her in measured steps, searching for an opening.

Blood pounded in her ears. The wolf's breath came in steaming clouds as it feinted forward. Emirra shifted her weight to her back foot, sword point steady. The beast's muscles bunched, preparing for another strike.

This time when it launched itself at her, she was ready. She pivoted, letting the wolf's momentum carry it past as she brought her blade around. But the creature twisted impossibly fast, its body contorting mid-air to face her again. Claws scrabbled on frozen ground as it pushed off for another attack.

Emirra barely had time to set her stance. The wolf's speed defied its starved state - no natural animal should move that quickly. Something was wrong about these creatures, beyond mere hunger driving them to boldness.

The wolf's muscles rippled beneath its mangy fur as it gathered for another lunge. Emirra shifted her weight to her toes, sword held low. Time slowed as the beast launched itself at her throat. At the last possible moment, she twisted her body sideways, bringing her blade up in a practiced arc. Steel met flesh. Hot blood sprayed across the frozen ground as the wolf's momentum carried its nearly-severed head past her.

Her victory was cut short by a scream of pain. The guard with the spear clutched his arm, crimson seeping between his fingers while his companion jabbed desperately at the second wolf with a short sword. Their backs pressed against the village wall, faces pale with fear.

Movement drew her attention back to the alpha. The massive creature had abandoned its waiting game, powerful legs eating up the distance between them. Unlike its packmates, this beast showed no signs of starvation. Muscle rippled beneath its thick grey coat with each stride. Its eyes locked onto hers - not the feral yellow of a normal wolf, but an unnatural violet that seemed to glow with cold intelligence.

Emirra's grip tightened on her sword hilt. The alpha moved differently than the others - more calculated, controlled. It showed none of the desperate hunger that had driven its packmates to attack. This was something else entirely.

The beast's massive paws kicked up small clouds of frost as it closed the distance. Emirra widened her stance, sword raised. Blood from its fallen packmate stained the snow between them, but the alpha paid it no mind. Those violet eyes remained fixed on her face, as if measuring her worth.

The guards' shouts faded to background noise as Emirra focused on the approaching threat. Her breath came in measured pulls, the familiar weight of her sword an extension of her arm. The alpha's steps slowed, massive head lowering as a growl vibrated through the winter air.

The alpha's muscles bunched, and Emirra had only a heartbeat to react. She brought her sword up as the beast launched itself at her - but where the other wolves had been weak and desperate, this one moved like lightning. Its massive form cleared the distance between them before she could complete her defensive stance.

Emirra dove to the side, rolling across the frozen ground. The wolf's claws raked the space where she'd stood. Her shoulders hit packed earth, and she used the momentum to spring back to her feet. The beast had already wheeled around, those violet eyes tracking her every move.

She feinted left, then struck right, but the alpha read her intentions. It danced away from her blade with unnatural grace, then pressed forward. Emirra backpedaled, her boots slipping on the blood-slicked snow. The wolf's attacks came relentlessly - snap, lunge, snap - forcing her further off balance.

Her arms trembled from the force needed to keep her sword between them. The alpha was toying with her, she realized. Each attack drove her exactly where it wanted. Her back hit something solid - the village wall. The wolf's muzzle pulled back in what could only be described as a grin.

Desperate, Emirra thrust her blade at the beast's throat. The alpha twisted aside, and in that same fluid motion, its jaws clamped around her sword arm. Even through her leather bracer, the pressure was excruciating. Her fingers spasmed open. Her sword hit the ground with a dull thud, disappearing into the bloodied snow.

Pain lanced through Emirra's arm as the alpha dragged her across the snow. Her heels carved furrows in the frozen ground, each bump and jolt sending fresh waves of agony through her trapped limb. The beast's strength shocked her - it moved as if she weighed nothing at all.

Her free hand clawed at the snow, searching for anything to stop their momentum toward the treeline. Her fingers brushed something solid. The broken shaft of a guard's spear, its tip still sharp where it had snapped. She wrapped her fingers around it, the rough wood biting into her palm.

The alpha's pace quickened. Trees loomed closer. Blood pounded in Emirra's ears as she twisted her body, using the wolf's own pull to drive the spear point deep into its flank. Hot blood spilled over her hand.

The beast's jaws sprang open with a yelp of pain. Emirra yanked her arm free, scrambling backward through the snow. Her bracer was crushed, pieces of leather hanging loose where the wolf's teeth had nearly pierced through.

A whistling sound cut the air. Another spear embedded itself in the alpha's shoulder. The beast staggered, its violet eyes losing their predatory focus.

Emirra looked up to see a guard charging forward, his armor gleaming in the morning light. Behind him, a second guard advanced with his weapon raised, moving to flank the wounded alpha.

Her arm throbbed as she pushed herself to her feet, but she forced herself to focus through the pain. The alpha wasn't dead yet, and she wouldn't let her guard down until it was.

Emirra spotted her sword half-buried in the snow. The leather-wrapped grip poked through the white powder like a forgotten grave marker. Her right arm screamed in protest as she bent to pick it up, forcing her to use her left hand instead. The familiar weight felt wrong, unbalanced in her off-hand, but she had trained herself to fight with both arms for situations just like this.

The guards pressed their advantage against the alpha. Their coordinated strikes kept the beast on the defensive, blood staining its gray fur where their spears had struck true. She started toward them, adjusting her grip on the sword.

A child's scream pierced the morning air.

Emirra froze. The sound came from deep within the forest, echoing between the ancient trees. Her heart pounded as she turned toward the woods. Another scream, closer this time, followed by the snap of branches and desperate sobbing.

Two howls answered the child's cries - different from the alpha's deep bass. These were higher pitched, hungry. The sound of smaller wolves, but no less deadly.

The guards shouted something behind her, but their words faded into background noise. Without conscious thought, Emirra's feet carried her toward the treeline. The child's terror-filled voice pulled her forward like an invisible rope around her chest.

Snow crunched beneath her boots as she plunged into the forest. Bare branches clawed at her cloak, trying to slow her down. She pushed through them, ignoring the sting as twigs whipped across her face. The sword felt heavier with each step, her left arm unused to carrying its weight for so long.

Another scream, closer now. Off to her right.

Emirra changed direction, leaping over a fallen log. Her boots slid on the icy ground as she landed, but she caught herself against a tree trunk. The impact sent fresh waves of pain through her injured arm.

The wolves howled again. They were closing in on their prey.

* * *
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THROUGH THE GAPS IN the trees, Emirra caught a flash of movement. A small figure huddled against a massive oak, arms wrapped around his knees. His dark hair was crusted with ice, and his thin clothes offered little protection from the biting cold.

"Hey!" Her voice cracked from disuse.

The boy's head snapped up. His face was pale, lips tinged blue. Tears had frozen on his cheeks.

Emirra broke into a run, boots kicking up snow. The distance between them seemed endless as the wolves' howls grew closer, echoing through the trees.

She reached the boy just as shadows detached themselves from the forest. Two wolves emerged from behind frost-covered trunks, ribs visible beneath their matted fur. Their yellow eyes fixed on the child with predatory focus.

"Get behind me." Emirra positioned herself between the boy and the wolves, sword raised in her left hand. The weight felt wrong, throwing off her balance. Her right arm throbbed where the alpha's teeth had clamped down.

The boy scrambled to obey, pressing against her back. His whole body trembled.

The first wolf lunged without warning, jaws snapping at her sword arm. Emirra twisted away, bringing her blade down in a savage arc. The wolf yelped as steel bit deep into its shoulder. Blood sprayed across the snow.

She didn't wait for it to recover. Following through with her momentum, she drove the sword up through the wolf's throat. Hot blood poured over her hand as the creature collapsed.

The second wolf circled to her right, sensing weakness in her injured arm. Its tongue lolled between yellowed fangs as it stalked closer. Emirra shifted her stance, keeping the boy behind her while tracking the predator's movements.

"Don't move," she told the child through gritted teeth. Her left arm burned from the unfamiliar strain of wielding the sword.

The wolf's muscles rippled beneath its mangy coat. Emirra tightened her grip on the sword, calculating the angle of attack. The creature launched itself at her throat—

A sharp twang cut through the winter air. The wolf jerked sideways as an arrow sprouted from its chest, its leap transforming into an ungraceful tumble into the snow. Blood stained the white ground crimson.

Emirra didn't waste time wondering about their savior. She drove her sword through the wolf's heart, ending its suffering. Pain shot through her right arm as she grabbed the boy's wrist, but she forced herself to ignore it.

"Run!" She pulled him close, shielding him with her body as they sprinted through the trees. Snow crunched beneath their boots. The boy's breaths came in ragged gasps as he struggled to keep up with her pace.

A guard rushed past them, bow at the ready, heading toward the wolves' corpses. Another howl echoed through the forest behind them, closer than Emirra would have liked. She quickened their pace, half-dragging the boy as branches whipped at their faces.

The edge of the woods loomed ahead, the village's wooden walls a welcome sight beyond the treeline. Just a little further.

Emirra's legs burned as she pushed through the deep snow, the boy stumbling beside her. Her injured arm throbbed with each step, but she maintained her iron grip on his wrist. The village walls grew closer with each stride.

More howls pierced the morning air - different ones this time, from multiple directions. The pack was larger than she'd thought.

The guard who'd saved them shouted from behind. "Get to the gates! We'll hold them back!"

The boy's teeth chattered. His skin had taken on a bluish tint, and his steps grew more unsteady. Without breaking stride, Emirra scooped him up with her good arm, biting back a cry of pain as the movement jostled her injured one.

The gates stood open ahead, two more guards rushing out to meet them with spears at the ready. Beyond the walls, she spotted the boy's mother wringing her hands, held back by another villager.

A snarl from the right. Emirra spun, the boy clutching her neck. A wolf burst from the underbrush, lean and desperate. One of the guards stepped forward, driving his spear into the creature's chest. It yelped and fell, thrashing in the bloodied snow.

"Inside! Now!" The guard shoved her toward the gate.

Emirra sprinted the final distance, her boots finding purchase on the packed earth of the village proper. The boy's mother rushed forward with a sob, pulling him from Emirra's arms. He clung to his mother, crying into her shoulder as she covered his face with kisses.

The guards retreated through the gates in practiced formation, their spears pointed outward. The heavy wooden doors groaned shut behind them, the sound of the bar dropping into place echoing in the morning air.

Emirra sagged against the nearest wall, cradling her injured arm. Her sword hung loose in her left hand, the blade stained dark with wolf blood. Her chest heaved as she caught her breath, the adrenaline slowly fading.

The boy's mother approached, tears streaming down her face. "Thank you. Thank you for bringing him back to me." She pressed a small pouch into Emirra's hand. "It's all I have, but—"

"Keep it." Emirra pushed the coins back toward her. The woman's eyes widened, but Emirra cut off her protest. "Use it to get him some warm clothes and food." She nodded toward the boy, who had curled up by the guardhouse firepit, wrapped in someone's cloak.

The mother's lips trembled. She clutched the coin purse to her chest and hurried back to her son.

Emirra flexed her right hand, wincing. The wolf's teeth hadn't penetrated her bracer, but the bruising would take days to heal. She'd need to find somewhere to rest, somewhere—

Another howl echoed beyond the walls, but distant now. The pack had lost too many members to risk further attacks. They'd move on, find easier prey. The guards began to relax their positions, though they kept watch on the treeline.
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Emirra's heart still raced from the morning's events as she pushed open the heavy wooden door of the tavern. The warmth inside hit her like a wall, a stark contrast to the bitter cold outside. Her sword arm throbbed where the wolf's teeth had clamped down, and she flexed her fingers to work out the stiffness.

The tavern's common room stretched before her, mostly empty save for a few early patrons nursing their drinks. Wooden beams criss-crossed the ceiling, and a fire crackled in the hearth. The scent of fresh-baked bread and wood smoke filled the air.

She made her way to a corner table, keeping her back to the wall - an old habit she'd never shake. Her pack dropped beside her with a dull thud as she sank into the chair, her muscles aching from the morning's fight.

A barmaid with flour-dusted hands caught her eye from across the room. The woman's aproned form weaved between the tables, heading her way. Emirra's stomach growled at the smell of fresh bread wafting from the kitchen.

"What'll it be?" The barmaid's voice carried the local accent, her brown hair escaping a messy bun.

Emirra's throat felt dry as sand. "Ale. And whatever bread and meat you've got that's cheapest."

The barmaid nodded and turned back toward the kitchen. Emirra leaned back in her chair, the wood creaking beneath her. She rubbed her tender forearm, wondering how long the bruising would take to fade. The memory of those massive jaws still
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