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            JOURNEY NORTH

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hunter Circle had underestimated this creature from the very beginning. Too many details hadn’t added up since I was first ordered to begin the hunt.

      The way the beast had slaughtered nine souls in the Talisman Forest was ominous enough. But then came the missing bodies, the sightings of a massive creature leaving almost no tracks, and the reports of bones scattered across the sovereignty of Ellesteria.

      This was no cave troll, nor was it an undead. Not even a shadowspawn of the dark lord Durungani could have committed half the horrors described in those reports.

      We were missing something vital.

      Despite the conflicting accounts, the elders of Illirion were convinced it was a dark minor and acted accordingly. Reports from the frontier villages were often vague and contradictory, and the Circle’s resources were stretched thin. If this threat had emerged closer to the capital, Aldaria, they would have dispatched a triad or even a decaforce—a squad of ten seasoned rangers, each with at least a decade of experience. But this was happening in the far north, a region of little political consequence.

      The northern sovereignty of Ellesteria was sparsely populated, a patchwork of isolated settlements hemmed in by endless woods and tormented by snow and wind for much of the year. Ellesteria was inhospitable, poor, and strategically irrelevant—a place that rarely graced the gossip of Aldaria’s gilded courts.

      Meanwhile, there were far graver threats demanding the Circle’s attention to the west and south of Quendalia. The wealthy treasure cities of the central sovereigns were under relentless siege by roving bands of dark centaurs. Orc mercenaries ambushed merchant caravans along the Silver Road and the eastern delta trade routes. And all the while, the necromancers’ brotherhoods toiled in secret, working in the shadows to facilitate the third return of the dark lord Durungani.

      The north? It was an afterthought.

      The elders dismissed the rumors as exaggerations, a nuisance no more threatening than a wild animal. They decided a single experienced ranger of the forest could handle what they deemed a “simple cleanup job.”

      So they sent me.

      I swore under the Wooden Roof and upon the Midnight Stone on my twenty-third nameday, and I am bound by the ax and the bow, as any warden entrusted to protect and serve the Light.

      I fought in the great roundup of the Weeping Willows and helped rescue Princess Imosur from the mountain gnomes. I witnessed the great sorcerer Sattaria fall from the high Ivory Tower at the end of the Seven Year War. I drank from the sacred waters of Nomellion and lived to tell the tale.

      I am not the finest ranger of my generation, nor do I bear the blood of the Ildani. Wardens gifted with magic are rare and reserved for missions crucial to the realm’s survival. I am what my drill sergeant once called a “well-oiled machine”—efficient, reliable, and easily replaceable. But I have earned a reputation for completing every mission.

      The order came in a sphere, sealed and registered by Lieutenant Senerel Umbaron, Command Standard Bearer of the regiment stationed in Illirion. When I divined its contents by pressing my right hand to the enchanted device, the message of the elders materialized.

      
        
        Dark minor spotted in the *Talisman Forest*. Estimated threat level: *low*. Conflicting reports regarding its nature exist. Speculated to be a Class Three undead, enhanced by necromantic spells. Eliminate the threat and restore peace to the sovereignty of Ellesteria.

      

      

      The message said nothing more. No recommendations, no detailed information about the threat, no instructions on how to proceed or what to expect.

      It was the mission assigned to whoever drew the short straw—or as punishment for being the last to arrive at a platoon call-up.

      I knew why I’d been handed this unenviable task.

      A week earlier, I broke the nose of an Aldarian called Elion, earning him a visit to the city’s healer and a few days’ worth of pain. He was, I later learned, a nobleman born into wealth and coddled privilege, convinced that the coins in his purse could purchase anything—including authority.

      Apparently, Elion also thought they could buy him an hour’s amusement at the expense of an old beggar he had dragged in off the street.

      Seven days before my assignment, I entered the Wild Spirit Tavern to find Elion brandishing a riding crop and goading a beggar to hop faster, a full waterskin clutched to his chest, all for the empty promise of a royal crown. A dozen of Elion’s companions surrounded him, jeering and cursing, hurling stale vegetables at the wretch while placing bets on how long he could endure before his legs gave out.

      “Lift those legs, old bastard!” the nobleman shouted, waving his crop like a baton to rouse his audience. “I’m not paying you a royal crown to cluck like a chicken! I have a bet to win!”

      The rest of the tavern’s patrons tried their best to ignore the scene. The owner counted out a handful of silver coins, glancing occasionally at the commotion. He had been paid to look the other way.

      I walked to the table and held the poor man just as he was about to collapse.

      “Hey!” Elion barked, his glare fixed on me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m starting a new wager,” I said, easing the beggar into a chair. “I’ll bet a royal crown that one of you will have trouble breathing before this hourglass runs out.” I placed a small, one-minute hourglass on the table.

      The nobles exchanged glances, then burst into laughter.

      “Do you know who you’re speaking to?” one of them asked.

      “No,” I said. “Will that keep the next one of you who opens his mouth from getting punched in the face?”

      Elion rose, pointing his riding crop at me. “Leave now, commoner, before⁠—”

      And that was how I won the wager.

      I reread the Circle’s message.

      Provisions and a hundred silver crowns were all I’d been promised. The message dissolved into smoke as I dismissed it, leaving me frowning.

      I hadn’t expected a griffin, but I had at least hoped for a horse. That not even that was provided spoke volumes about how little the elders valued the mission—or me.

      From my current station, it would take two weeks to reach the Talisman Forest and begin the investigation. It would be a long and grueling journey, but I had no reason to question the Circle’s risk assessment. Like them, I believed that once I arrived in the northern sovereignty, I would deal with the darkling swiftly and move on.

      One Mother, how wrong I was.
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            THE GATES OF KITASA

          

        

      

    

    
      I reached my destination in eleven days, aided by unseasonably mild weather and far less snow than expected. Upon arrival, I sought out those who had encountered the dark creature: three families of woodcutters living on the fringes of the Talisman Forest and an obsidian merchant who plied his trade in Ellesteria.

      Their accounts corroborated the reports sent to Illirion, but my investigation quickly revealed details far more troubling than the elders could have imagined.

      When I began, I was inclined to accept the Circle’s assessment—a minor darkling, easily dispatched. By the end of my initial inquiries, that confidence had eroded.

      In the southwestern reaches of the forest, near the city of Cilisia, I was shown the remains of four woodcutters. The bodies bore deep lacerations, the kind inflicted by claws. These were no wild or careless wounds; each strike had been deliberate and lethal, the work of a predator as skilled as it was savage. A dark minor was incapable of such precision.

      Eyewitnesses provided more disturbing revelations—ones conspicuously absent from the reports in Illirion. Three children had vanished without a trace. Their fates were unknown, their bodies never found.

      The attacks were swift, calculated, and carried out in the loneliest corners of the forest.

      Tracking the creature’s movements across the forest, I discerned its trajectory. It was heading north, toward Kitasa—a remote settlement near Greenside Hillmond. Perhaps it sought a hunting ground even more secluded than Cilisia.

      I dispatched a messenger hawk to
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