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​Chapter One: Of Rain, Resolve, and Revelations in the Goat and Compasses
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The rain fell upon Lankshorn as it had fallen upon a thousand forgotten towns—not with violence, but with the patient insistence of something that had been waiting. It drummed against the thatch of the Goat and Compasses, tracing silver pathways down windowpanes clouded by centuries of breath and tallow smoke. The cobbles gleamed like the backs of sleeping seals, and from the forest's edge—that ancient, watchful wood that pressed against the town's boundaries like a curious neighbour—came the soft susurrus of leaves drinking deep.

Within the tavern, the world was amber and shadow. Smoke from the hearth curled upward through rafters dark with the accumulation of years, each spiral carrying whispers of conversations long since finished. The air itself seemed thickened, as though the veil between this world and that other place—the world that lay folded between the seconds, behind the bark of certain trees, beneath the roots of the older oaks—had grown porous with the rain.

Ferdelance lapped at his wooden bowl in his favorite spot, a corner that regulars had long ago learned to avoid. His ginger fur caught the firelight in ways that made the other patrons occasionally glance twice, then look away hurriedly. The bowl he called "nip nip" steamed faintly, and those with the wit to notice such things observed that the steam did not always rise in the direction the fire's warmth would dictate. His smile was the smile of someone who had watched mortal empires rise and fall while sitting in much the same spot—a smile that held both mischief and something far older, far stranger, beneath its jolly surface.

Beside him, a man ate his evening gruel with the mechanical detachment of one for whom sustenance had become mere obligation. His name, though none present knew it yet, was Neirn—a monk of the One True Good, though his ragged robes spoke of a piety that had worn thin through hard travel and harder weather. His blond hair was tangled, his blue eyes fixed upon his bowl as though the answers to all the world's mysteries lay hidden in its grey contents. He did not look up when the door admitted gusts of rain-scented air, did not startle at sudden noises, for he had learned in places far from this comfortable shire that the soul must anchor itself somewhere, and his anchor had sunk deep into silence.

Across from him, a man of the Grete Steppe sat proud in his leather armor, a small dark ponytail hanging against his neck like a sleeping serpent. Altan drank his wheat beer with the deliberate pace of one who had learned, on those endless grasses where hospitality and ambush wore the same face, that rushing led to mistakes and mistakes led to the cold earth. His eyes—narrow, appraising, half-hidden behind lids that seemed always on the verge of closing—catalogued every exit, every weapon, every face. The habit was so ingrained as to be unconscious, like breathing, like suspicion.

To his left, conversation flowed between two figures who could not have been more different, yet shared something in their bearing that spoke of lives lived at angles to the ordinary. Digenis the Breggle leaned across the table toward Rakar the elf, his long dark hair falling about features that were more goat than man—the horizontal pupils, the proud curve of horn (filed down, as his people did when they chose to live among humans), the strong jaw that could crack a walnut should the need arise. He spoke with enthusiasm, with confidence, with the unshakeable certainty of youth that the world would one day recognize his name.

Rakar listened. The elf's ragged clothing hung on a frame that spoke of long wandering, of sleeping in leaves and waking with dew on his face. He said little, but his eyes—old eyes, forest eyes, eyes that had watched centuries of mortal lives flicker past like mayflies—missed nothing. When Digenis paused, Rakar would nod, or grunt, or say something brief that revealed nothing and everything. He looked, to the casual observer, like a bum. The casual observer would be wrong.

The door crashed open.

Hetford stood framed against the rain, his half-plate armor gleaming with the oiled attention of a man who loved steel more than any living thing. Water streamed from his helm, from his shoulders, from the hilt of the sword at his side—that sword, so shiny, so well-maintained, that seemed less a weapon than a declaration. His grin was not a welcome; it was an inventory being taken, a calculation of advantage. Behind him, the night pressed close, and for just a moment—if one squinted, if one had the sight, if one was a creature of fairy like Ferdelance—the shapes moving in the darkness beyond were not merely the shadows of rain and wind.

"Hear ye, hear ye," Hetford's voice cut through the tavern's warmth like a cold blade. "O pesky scums and lowlifes of this tavern—the family Hufenruff have lost their child. A bounty they've put upon his safe return. One hundred gold pieces for whoever brings him back!"

Silence descended upon the Goat and Compasses. The fire seemed to burn lower, the shadows to press closer. One hundred gold—a fortune, a lifetime's wages, enough to buy land and respect and a future. Yet something in Hetford's grin suggested that the sum was either too large or too small, that there were calculations behind those eyes that had nothing to do with a child's safety.

The silence held for three heartbeats. Four. Five.

Then a chair scraped back, and Ferdelance—four feet of ginger fur and ancient mischief—stood upon the table, his leather boots leaving dark smears upon the stained wood. The nip nip had clearly worked its magic, for his voice rang out with a confidence that only alcohol and fairy blood could produce.

"Aye! Hick That's a great deal if I ever heard one! Oh, brave adventurers who are here—who will join me in this adventure?"

Altan was first. The steppe warrior set down his jug with a thump that spoke of decision made. "Aye, brave cat. I like your confidence." His narrow eyes gleamed. "I am itching for a good fight, and my coin purse itches worse. I will come."

Beside him, Neirn looked up from his gruel. Something stirred in those blue eyes—not hope, exactly, but perhaps the memory of hope, the distant echo of a time when he had believed that good deeds might matter to the One True Good. "Truly, a divine cause—to save a poor child's soul." His voice was soft, unused to speech. "I volunteer as well, brave warriors."

Ferdelance swayed slightly on the table, his tail twitching for balance, and turned his gaze upon the corner where elf and Breggle sat. "How about you two? You seem capable enough. What do you say?"

Digenis was on his feet in an instant, his goat-features alight with the joy of recognition—recognition that here, at last, was the stage upon which he would prove himself. "My name is Digenis, and all Dolmenwood will know my name!" He struck a pose that he had practiced many times before a mirror that existed only in his imagination. "Of course I will join, for I am the bravest and strongest in this room! Rakar—will you follow?"

Rakar looked at him for a long moment. Then at the others. Then at the door, where the night waited and the rain fell and somewhere in the darkness, perhaps, prey moved. "I guess," he said. "Gold would be most welcome right now."

Hetford surveyed them with that never-satisfied grin. "I suppose you five will do—since the rest of these drunktards would likely shit themselves outside the town walls." He turned, and the door crashed shut behind him with a force that set every cup and bowl shaking upon the tables.
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​Chapter Two: The Kindling of Fellowship
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The silence that followed Hetford's departure was of a different quality than the one that had preceded Ferdelance's outburst. It was the silence of strangers suddenly aware that they had become companions, of individuals now bound by a common purpose—however uncertain that purpose might be.

Ferdelance remained upon the table, swaying slightly, his ginger fur settling after the excitement. "Well, well, well—" He spread his arms wide, a showman addressing his audience. "Hello, my new good companions and friends! I am a Grimalkin of many talents, but my strength lies in my magic."

He opened his palm, and there—flickering above his furred fingers—a small flame appeared. It was indeed small, no larger than a candle's tongue, but those who watched closely might have noticed that it cast shadows in directions that the hearth-fire did not, that the light seemed to fall upon things that were not quite there.

Altan smirked. "That's a very small flame. What would you do with it? Light a pipe?"

Ferdelance's grin widened—that sinister-jolly expression that held more than it revealed. "This? This is merely an expose, a trifle, a party trick. In my book"—he patted a satchel that hung at his side, its leather worn soft as cloth by centuries of use—"I have far greater spells. Spells that can make a whole squad of creatures fall asleep in an instant. Spells that can open doors that have no handles. Spells that can show you things you have forgotten, or things you have not yet seen."

Digenis leaned forward, his goat-pupils bright with interest. "Aye, that might come in handy. I myself am a strong warrior, but I am also a novice in the magical arts." He paused, waiting for the impressed response that did not come. "As well, I am a noble—yet to be recognized, of course, but nobility nonetheless. My family—"

What followed was a discourse upon the subject of Digenis's family, his childhood, his many virtues, his few (and forgivable) flaws, and his certain destiny to become the most renowned hero in all Dolmenwood. The others listened with varying degrees of attention: Ferdelance with the patient amusement of one who had heard such boasting from countless young creatures over countless centuries; Altan with the practiced half-attention of a warrior who knew that boasting cost nothing and proved nothing; Rakar with no attention at all, his eyes fixed upon something in the shadows that only he could see.

Only Neirn seemed to truly listen, and when Digenis finally paused for breath, the monk spoke.

"I am a monk by trade." His voice was soft, but it carried. "I read. I write. I tend to wounds, and I pray to the One True Lord." He turned to the elf, who had contributed nothing to the conversation beyond occasional nods. "What about you, friend elf? What brings you here?"

Rakar looked at him. "Food."

A pause. Neirn tried again, with the patience of one accustomed to drawing water from stubborn wells. "Perhaps you might share your talents with us? So that we may know how best to fight together?"

"I hunt." Another pause, longer this time. "I eat."

The awkwardness settled over the table like a blanket. Digenis opened his mouth to fill it—he would, they were all beginning to suspect, always open his mouth to fill any silence—but Altan raised a hand, and to everyone's surprise, the Breggle fell silent.

"Let us be plain," the steppe warrior said. "We are five strangers, thrown together by chance and the promise of gold. Tomorrow we ride—or walk, or stumble—into whatever danger awaits. We need not be friends, but we must be comrades. I am Altan of the Grete Steppe. I fight with blade and bow, and I have crossed half the world to be here, in this rain-soaked tavern, drinking this"—he raised his jug—"passable beer."

"Ferdelance of the Fairy Lands," the Grimalkin offered, with a bow that nearly toppled him from the table. "Though I have dwelt in Dolmenwood longer than most of its trees have stood. I know the old roads, the hidden paths, the places where the veil grows thin."

"Neirn." The monk offered nothing more—no origin, no lineage, no claim to fame. His name alone would have to suffice.

"Digenis!" The Breggle's voice rang out. "Digenis, whose name will—"

"Yes, yes," Altan interrupted, with a skill that suggested long practice in managing enthusiastic subordinates. "And the elf?"

Rakar considered the question with the gravity it perhaps deserved. "Rakar," he said at last. And then, after a silence that stretched like taffy: "Of the Wood."

The conversation that followed was lighter, easier. Digenis told tales of his childhood (exaggerated), Ferdelance told tales of his youth (vastly understated, for the truth would have curdled the milk), and Altan shared stories of the Grete Steppe that made the others grateful for the comparative safety of Dolmenwood. Neirn listened, and occasionally smiled—a rare expression that transformed his gaunt face into something almost handsome. Rakar said nothing, but his presence at the table, silent and watchful, seemed less a withdrawal than a gift of trust.

The fire burned low. The rain continued to fall. And outside, in the darkness that pressed against the tavern's windows, something watched the light and waited.
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​Chapter Three: The Watcher in the Dark
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The hour grew late, and the companions—for so they had begun to think of themselves, however tentatively—agreed that rest would be wise before their sunrise meeting with Hetford. The marshall's promise of "trash that might be useful" was hardly inspiring, but it was something, and something was more than they currently possessed.

Digenis rose first, stretching with the unconscious pride of youth. "I shall return to my house—it is but a few doors away. My family's house," he added, lest anyone forget that he came from people who owned houses. "I will meet you at the barracks come sunrise."

He stepped out into the rain, pulling his cloak tight against the wet. The street was dark—Lankshorn had few lanterns, and those it possessed were quickly extinguished by the downpour—but Digenis knew the way by heart. Past the cooper's, past the baker's, past the house with the blue door where the widow lived who always smiled at him but never spoke.

It was as he passed that house that he saw it.

Movement, furtive and quick, at the edge of his vision. He turned—and there, at the house of old Mutterton, the tanner, a figure struggled with something in the cellar entrance. The rain made it difficult to see clearly, but Digenis caught the gleam of metal, the pale blur of a face turned quickly away. Whispering—he could hear whispering, though the words were lost in the rush of water.

For a moment, he hesitated. Here was mystery, here was adventure, here was exactly the sort of thing that heroes investigated. But the hour was late, and the rain was cold, and tomorrow promised gold and glory and the chance to prove himself. Whatever old Mutterton was doing in his cellar at this hour—well, tanners were strange folk, and the night belonged to strange business.

Digenis walked on. Behind him, the whispering continued, and the cellar door closed with a soft thump that the rain almost, but not quite, concealed.

Inside the Goat and Compasses, the remaining companions made their own arrangements for the night. Ferdelance, Neirn, and Altan scraped together their last silver—coins that had seen better days and would likely not see worse—and secured the shabbiest rooms the tavern had to offer. The beds were lumpy, the blankets thin, and something scratched in the walls, but the roof did not leak and the door could be barred, and in Dolmenwood, one learned to count such blessings.

Rakar, when asked if he would take a room, simply shook his head and melted into the night. The innkeeper watched him go with the expression of a man who had long ago stopped questioning the choices of elves. "He'll sleep in the wood," he said, by way of explanation. "They always do. Comes back with the dawn, or doesn't. Either way, it's his concern, not mine."

The fire crackled. The rain fell. And in the forest beyond Lankshorn, Rakar of the Wood found a hollow beneath an ancient oak—a hollow he had used before, on other visits to this town, in other years—and settled into the darkness with the patience of something that had been waiting longer than any of them knew.
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​Chapter Four: The Marshall's Gift
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Morning came cold upon Lankshorn, as though the night had drawn a different season from the forest's depths. The warmth that had lingered through the recent days had vanished as utterly as breath into winter air—not yet snowing, but the breeze carried promises of harsher weather to come. It moved through the streets with purpose, finding every gap in cloaks and collars, reminding all who felt it that Dolmenwood's moods could turn as swiftly as a fairy's whim.

The five heroes gathered once more at the Goat and Compasses, though "five" proved a generous count. Ferdelance sat in his corner, already lapping at something steaming that was definitely not breakfast tea. Altan stood by the door, his narrow eyes watching the street with the patience of the steppes. Digenis had arrived early, eager to begin, his new-won silver greatsword—borrowed though it was—leaning against the table like a declaration of intent. Neirn sat quietly, his bowl of gruel untouched, his gaze drifting toward the door.

One chair remained empty.

Ferdelance set down his bowl with a deliberate clack. "Where is that elf dude?"

Neirn's voice was soft, contemplative. "He went to sleep in the forest, he said. The wood beyond the town's edge."

Digenis snorted, his goat-features twisting with disdain. "What a fool, risking himself to the elements. The cold would have found him there, sure as sunrise."

"Perhaps," Neirn murmured, "the cold knows him, and he knows it. The forest keeps its own."

Ferdelance shrugged, a gesture that rippled through his ginger fur. "Well, he was a bit weird. Oh well—more gold for us." He said it lightly, but something in his ancient eyes flickered toward the forest's direction, as though calculating odds that mortal arithmetic could not touch.

Neirn pressed his palms together in a gesture of prayer. "I pray he is safe and sound, wherever he walks."

They left the elf to whatever fortunes the wood held for him, and made their way through Lankshorn's winding streets toward the barracks. The town stirred around them—shutters opening, smoke rising from chimneys, the first calls of merchants setting up their wares. The cold breeze carried sounds and smells alike: woodsmoke, animals, the distant clang of a blacksmith's hammer beginning its daily song.

The barracks stood at the town's northern edge, where Lankshorn began to yield to the encroaching forest. Tall cobblestone walls rose grey and severe, their surfaces marked by centuries of weather and, here and there, darker stains that might have been moss or might have been something else entirely. A thick wooden gate dominated the entrance, bound with iron bands that had rusted to the color of dried blood.

Hetford emerged before they could knock, as though he had been watching from some hidden aperture. His half-plate gleamed despite the grey morning, and his never-satisfied grin was firmly in place.

"Well, well—after all, you had some guts to come here." He gestured vaguely toward the interior. "I have some leather armor and some swords inside. Be free to take them." His grin widened. "They're rusty and not fit for a regular soldier, but for scum like you? Should serve well enough."

Neirn inclined his head, his voice gentle despite the marshall's sneer. "Thank you for your kindness."

Hetford's expression curdled. "Oh, shut up, priest. Your niceness makes me sick. Take the items faster and get the hell out of here before I change my mind."

They needed no further encouragement. Through the gate they went, into a bare courtyard where a single chest waited beside the door—just as Hetford had said. Within lay a collection of arms and armor that had clearly seen better decades: leather stiff with age, swords whose edges bore the brown kiss of rust, a bow whose string looked ready to surrender at the first tension. Each of them grabbed what they could carry, not daring to linger, and hurried back through the gate.

Hetford stood where they'd left him, watching with the patience of a cat at a mouse-hole. As they emerged, he spoke again, his voice carrying the weight of unwelcome information.

"Now—from reports I've gathered, there were some weird creatures coming out of the forest to the southwest." He paused, letting that settle. "My best guess would be an old abandoned fort a few miles from town. Called Lankstone Ruin, if the old maps can be trusted." He turned away, already dismissive. "Now scram, before I change my mind."

The gate closed behind them with a thud that echoed off the cobblestones.
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​Chapter Five: The Smith's Bargain
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They put distance between themselves and the barracks before stopping to confer. Altan examined his acquisitions with the practiced eye of a warrior, then tossed them aside with a snort of disdain.

"I don't need these scraps. I already have better."

Ferdelance waved a dismissive paw. "Same with me. Swords and armor are not my style." He patted his satchel—that ancient, worn leather that held mysteries none of them had yet glimpsed.

Digenis hefted the rusted blade he'd claimed, then looked toward the heart of town with the air of one who knew its secrets. "There is a blacksmith not far from here. Chester—he's my friend. Well, perhaps more acquaintance than friend, but he knows me. We could trade this rubbish, sell it to him for something useful."

Neirn nodded, relief evident in his posture. "Sounds like a plan. Let us do it."

The clanging of the forge reached them before the smithy itself came into view—a rhythmic hammer-song that had accompanied Lankshorn's mornings for longer than anyone now living could remember. The sound grew louder as they approached the main square, where Lankshorn's daily life unfolded in all its chaotic glory.

The square was a circle of worn cobblestones, ringed by buildings of every description—white clay and timber, here and there a stone facade that spoke of greater wealth. Merchants shouted their wares from stalls and carts: wood from the forest's edge, cut and stacked; grains in burlap sacks, their origins whispered to be fairy-touched; leathers cured and supple, bearing the marks of tanners whose trade had been practiced in Dolmenwood since before the Pluritine Church raised its first shrine. People moved through it all in a constant stream—farmers and traders, travelers and townsfolk, and among them stranger figures: monks traveling in groups, their robes marking their orders; magicians performing tricks for coin, their small wonders drawing gasps from children and wary glances from their elders.

And in the distance, rising above the common buildings like a prayer made stone, stood the church. It was a marvel of architecture—white marble that seemed to glow even under the grey sky, its spire reaching toward heavens that the One True Good was said to watch over. Beside it, the clay and wood houses of ordinary folk seemed humble indeed, as though reminding all who passed that some dwelt closer to the divine than others.

Chester's smithy occupied a corner of the square where the ring of his hammer could compete with the merchants' cries. He was a short man, but built like an oak—broad shoulders, thick arms, a chest that had shaped iron for so long it had become iron itself. His mustache was the first thing anyone noticed: a grand sweep of black that stretched across his entire face, curling slightly at the ends, as lush and mighty in his age as it must have been in his youth. His leather apron bore the honest scars of his trade—charcoal marks, metal burns, the accumulated evidence of decades well spent.

Digenis stepped forward, his goat-features arranged in what he clearly hoped was a winning expression. "Chester, old pal! How's work?"

Chester looked up from the horseshoe he'd been shaping, his eyes taking in the Breggle, then the others behind him. "In these troubled times, as good as it gets, Digenis." He set down his hammer with a clang. "What request brings you to my forge today?"

"We've got some things to trade and sell." Digenis gestured at the rusty collection of arms they'd acquired.

Ferdelance stepped forward first, producing the sword and leather armor he'd carried from the barracks. "I've got this sword and leather set. I'd like a mace and a bow for it, if the trade suits you."

Chester examined the items with the thoroughness of long practice, turning the sword to catch the light, testing the leather's flexibility. "Aye, this seems a fair deal. We can do it."

Altan produced his own set. "I have the same, but I'd like some gold and a bow."

Another examination, another nod. "That's fine. I'll give you three gold pieces and a bow for it."

Digenis straightened himself to his full height—which was considerable, for a Breggle—and cleared his throat with the air of one about to make a grand pronouncement. "Oh, great Chester! I, Digenis—a noble Breggle, as you know—wish to offer you one of trade deals. I want to give you this sword and these ten gold pieces, and I ask you for a silver greatsword."

Chester's eyebrows rose, disappearing beneath the sweep of his mustache. "Well, that's a bit of an ask, lad. You're ninety gold pieces short."

Digenis leaned forward, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial tone. "You see, blacksmith, we are on one of the noblest causes. We have accepted the task of saving the child of Hufenruff." He paused, letting the name's weight settle. "I do not ask you to sell it to me, but to lend it. Once I return, I promise to pay for it above its value—or return it to you without asking for my gold back."

Chester was silent for a long moment, his eyes moving from Digenis to the others, then toward the church spire that watched over the square. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its mercantile edge.

"Hmm. Truly a noble cause." He looked toward the Hufenruff house, invisible from here but present in his thoughts. "The family is grieving, as you say. Word travels." Another pause, longer this time. "You know what, Digenis? You've caught me in a charitable mood. I'll agree to this trade."

Digenis's face split in a grin that showed far too many teeth. "Oh, thank you, Chester! I will remember your charity!"

Chester waved a hand, already turning back to his forge. "Just don't get yourself killed, kid. I'd hate to have to explain to your mother why her boy went and got himself stabbed over a borrowed sword."

The greatsword he produced from a rack behind his forge was indeed a beautiful thing—silver-blue metal that seemed to hold light, edges that promised to part flesh and bone with equal ease, a grip wrapped in dark leather that fit Digenis's hands as though made for him. The Breggle hefted it with an expression of pure joy, and for a moment, watching him, even Altan's narrow eyes softened.
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​Chapter Six: The Last Preparations
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They stood now at the square's edge, properly armed—Ferdelance with his new mace and bow, Altan with his bow and three gold pieces jingling in his pouch, Digenis with his magnificent greatsword gleaming at his back. Only one thing remained: provisions for the road ahead.

They pooled their resources—every coin, every scrap of silver. The sum total, counted twice to be certain, came to five gold pieces. It was enough for a meal, perhaps, or a night's lodging, but not nearly enough for the herbs and remedies that a journey into the wilderness might demand. Herb dealers in Lankshorn were not charitable folk, and five gold would buy little more than a sniff of their cheapest wares.

So they turned instead to the market stalls, where warm cloaks could be had for a gold piece each. The merchant who sold them was a stout woman with clever eyes and hands that moved like birds as she wrapped the woolen garments. "Cold's coming early this year," she said, tucking the coins into a pouch at her belt. "Forest's been whispering things to those who listen. You'll want those cloaks, and more besides, before you're done."

They took her meaning and her cloaks and moved on through the crowd, past the merchants and the magicians and the monks going about their mysterious business. And it was there, in the bustle of the square, that they saw him.

A magician stood on a small platform, his voice carrying above the crowd with practiced ease. He was tall, dark-haired, with the sharp features of someone who had traveled far to be here. His accent was strange—French, perhaps, or something like it—and his gestures were wide, theatrical, designed to draw the eye.

"Here, oue here, oue!" he called, his hands tracing patterns in the air. "I am ze grand Picard, one of ze greatest mages Dolmenwood has seen! Just for one gold piece, I will show you grand magic—something you have NEVER seen! Come, come! I will show you zie magic! Zie GRAND MAGIC!"

Few paused to watch him. The crowd flowed around his platform like water around a stone, occasionally throwing a curious glance but never stopping. There was something about him that repelled attention—not through any fault of his performance, but through the simple fact that Lankshorn had seen too many traveling magicians to be easily impressed.

Ferdelance paused, watching the dark-haired fairy with an unreadable expression. For a moment—just a moment—something passed between them, some recognition that the others could not perceive. Then Ferdelance shook himself, his ginger fur settling, and turned away.

"No time for grand magic," he said lightly. "We've a child to find."

They left the magician to his empty platform and his cries of "GRAND MAGIC!" and made their way to the town's southwestern edge. Before them, the forest waited—ancient, watchful, patient. Somewhere beyond those trees, in a ruin called Lankstone, a child waited to be found.

Or so they hoped.

The cold breeze followed them as they crossed the threshold between town and wood, carrying with it the last sounds of Lankshorn's market: the merchants' cries, the blacksmith's hammer, the fading echo of "Zie GRAND MAGIC!"

Then the trees closed behind them, and there was only the forest, and the path, and whatever waited at its end.
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​Chapter Seven: The Path to Lankstone
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As suggested from Hetford, they walked southwest down a beaten path that wound through the borderlands where civilization began to fray at its edges. To their left, plains rolled toward the horizon, broken by small hills where creatures of different sizes ran and grazed—sheep and goats and, further off, things that might have been sheep and goats but moved with a purpose that suggested otherwise. In the far distance, the great city of High Hankle rose against the sky, its towers catching the pale afternoon light like fingers reaching for something just beyond grasp. Surrounding it, farmlands spread in patchworks of gold and brown, grain swaying in the cold breeze that had followed them from Lankshorn.

To their right, the forest pressed close—thick, mystical groves that gave off an uneasy feeling of being watched, of being followed by eyes that never quite revealed themselves. The trees here were old, older than Lankshorn, older perhaps than the dolmens that gave the wood its name. Their branches twisted in patterns that seemed almost meaningful, almost legible, as though they spelled out warnings in a language that predated human speech.

Few hours of grueling walking passed beneath grey skies. The path grew rougher, less traveled, until finally—there it stood.

The ruins of Lankstone rose from the landscape like a broken tooth. Ancient walls, their original purpose long forgotten by all but the oldest records, had grown thick with moss—green and grey and, here and there, patches of something darker that might have been fungus or might have been something else entirely. The structure had once been a fort, perhaps, or a watchtower, or something stranger that required walls but not the comforts of home. Now it was merely ruins, open to the sky and the forest and whatever chose to make its dwelling there.

Smoke rose from within—thin, pale against the grey sky, but unmistakable. Someone was definitely there.

A few hundred meters away, the heroes stopped and gathered in the shadow of an ancient oak whose roots had begun to reclaim the path.
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​Chapter Eight: The Council Before Battle
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Ferdelance was the first to speak, his voice low and careful despite his usual flamboyance. "The smoke is a clear sign. There is activity in there. We should talk this through before we do anything rash."

Digenis gripped his silver greatsword, his goat-features alight with the joy of impending glory. "We are mighty warriors! We should not fear anything!"

Altan shot him a look that had silenced louder men on the Grete Steppe. "The cat has a point. We need to know the surroundings and our enemy before we commit to anything. On the steppe, the warrior who charges first is the warrior who dies first—and his tribe mourns him as a fool."

Neirn turned to the Grimalkin, his blue eyes thoughtful. "Ferdelance—tell me, are you able to transform into a smaller feline form? I have heard tales of your kind's gifts, but I do not know their limits."

Ferdelance's whiskers twitched with something between pride and amusement. "That is a trait of our kind, yes. A small trick, but useful in its way."

Neirn nodded, gesturing toward the ruins. "The side of the wall there—it looks broken down, yes, but in the form of a cat you could scale it easily. You would not alert our enemies, and we would have knowledge before we commit to action."

Ferdelance followed his gaze, then smiled—that sinister-jolly expression that held centuries behind it. "Yes indeed. That is wise."

The observation was not lost on the others. Neirn, in comparison to the rest of them, looked stronger, carried himself with a quiet confidence that spoke of hidden depths. He was smarter than he appeared, wiser than his ragged clothes suggested, and when he moved—which was seldom, and deliberately—there was a dexterity to him that none of the others possessed. Ferdelance, by contrast, was perhaps one of the clumsiest cats in all Dolmenwood, a fact that would soon become evident to all.

The Grimalkin slipped into the bushes at the base of the oak, where no eyes could follow. When he emerged moments later, it was as a small ginger cat—four feet reduced to mere inches, ginger fur now covering a body built for stealth and shadows. He ran toward the ruined walls with a speed that surprised them all, scaled the ancient stones as though they were nothing more than a gentle slope, and disappeared into a crevice near the top.

The others waited in the oak's shadow, breath misting in the cold air, watching for any sign of alarm from the ruins. None came.

After what seemed an eternity but was perhaps only minutes, the small ginger cat reappeared on the wall's crest, picked its way down with considerably less grace than it had ascended—nearly slipping twice, sending small stones clattering—and vanished once more into the bush.

Ferdelance emerged, once again a Grimalkin, brushing leaves from his fur with as much dignity as he could muster.

"There is no one inside the camp right now," he reported, his voice businesslike despite his near-fall. "But the camp is fresh—recently used. There is food and trinkets around the campfire, still warm. On the other side, there is a big opening, a broken-down wall that leads inside. And where I climbed, there is a hole—I saw the bottom of it." He shuddered, fur rippling. "Falling down it would not be fun. But I do have rope and a pulley on me, if we need them."

Altan considered this, his narrow eyes calculating. "Going down the hole would be too risky if the enemy is inside but elsewhere. We would be cut off from escape. I recommend we go through the other side." He paused. "Did you find any entrance besides the hole?"

Ferdelance nodded. "Ah, yes. Looking from here, there is one on the left side—an archway, and an entrance leading deeper in."

Altan's nod was satisfied. "Then it is perfect. From the other side, we can get a few hits in with arrows, have a safe escape if things go sour. On the steppe, we called this 'tasting the wind before the charge.'"

Digenis hefted his greatsword, the silver-blue metal catching what little light filtered through the clouds. "Sounds like a plan."

Neirn pressed his palms together briefly—a prayer, or perhaps just a moment of focus. "Then let us go, and may the One True Good watch over our steps."
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​Chapter Nine: The Breath of Dreams
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They crept around the cubic ruined fort, keeping to what cover the scrub and scattered stones could provide. The cold breeze was at their backs now, which meant it would be in their faces when they approached—good, for it would carry their scent away from whatever waited within.

As Ferdelance had said, the opposite side revealed a whole ruined wall, open to the elements. And before it, the entrance to the fort's interior—a dark archway that seemed to swallow light.

They began their approach, weapons ready, hearts beating in rhythms that had nothing to do with calm.

Then fortune, which had smiled upon them so far, turned its face away.

From the archway emerged four figures—towering, each easily two meters tall, with the features of goats rendered massive and terrible. Their fur was dark, their horns curled and dangerous, their eyes the horizontal pupils of herd animals—but there was nothing of the herd in the way they gripped their weapons. Maces and axes, crude but effective, gleamed in the pale light. Leather armor, patched and repaired, covered their massive chests.

Goatmen. Of a kind that Digenis recognized with a chill that had nothing to do with the cold—kin to his own people, but twisted somehow, warped by something that had taken the familiar and made it wrong.

For a long heartbeat, no one moved. Goatmen stared at heroes; heroes stared at goatmen. The wind paused, as though even it wished to watch.

Then everyone moved at once.

Ferdelance's voice cut through the chaos, high and urgent: "I will use Vapor of Dreams on them! Once they fall asleep, cut their necks or stab them in the heart!"

Before anyone could charge or flee, the Grimalkin raised his hands and began to swirl them in a pattern that hurt to watch—manic, spiraling, tracing shapes in the air that seemed to bend the light around them. From nowhere, a thick fog appeared in the center of the goatmen, grey and shimmering, carrying with it the scent of something that was not quite catnip but reminded them of it.

Three of the goatmen fell in an instant—their weapons clattering, their massive bodies crumpling to the cold ground like puppets with cut strings.

The fourth staggered, half-drowsy, still gripping his axe with wavering strength.

Digenis roared and charged, his silver greatsword cutting an arc through the air. Neirn followed close behind, his borrowed sword held in a grip that spoke of more training than his ragged clothes suggested. Altan dropped to one knee, nocked an arrow to his new bow, and—

The arrow flew wide, vanishing into the grey air. Worse, the bow—Chester's bow, hastily traded—slipped from his grip as the string's backlash caught him wrong, and suddenly the steppe warrior was fumbling on the ground, reaching for a weapon that had betrayed him.

Digenis reached the dazed goatman first. His greatsword came down in a mighty swing that struck the creature's shoulder—not the killing blow he'd hoped, but enough to bite deep. The goatman roared, pain cutting through the fog's drowsiness, and managed to bring his own weapon up to block the next strike.

Neirn darted in, fast as a striking snake, and stabbed his sword into the goatman's gut.

The creature roared again—a sound of pure fury that seemed to shake the very stones—and swung his mace in a wild arc. Neirn threw himself backward, and the weapon passed inches from his face, close enough that he felt the wind of its passage. His eyes went wide—fear and thrill mingled—but he kept his feet.

In its wild swing, the goatman's mace struck one of his fallen comrades—a heavy thud against sleeping flesh. The fallen goatman stirred, groaned, and began to drag himself toward wakefulness.

Ferdelance's voice pierced the chaos once more, high and desperate: "Kill the sleeping ones before they wake up!"

The heroes understood. The Vapor of Dreams would not hold forever. They moved with a speed that surprise and terror lent them.

Digenis brought his silver greatsword down across the face of the nearest sleeping goatman—a terrible blow that ended any chance of waking. Neirn, without hesitation, slashed the throat of another, his expression grim but steady.

Altan, abandoning his useless bow, finally found his feet and rushed at the wounded goatman, sword raised—only to trip on a loose stone and nearly impale himself on his own blade. Only years of steppe-honed reflexes saved him, turning a catastrophic fall into an undignified stumble.

Ferdelance, watching all this, decided that magic was safer than melee and reached for his new bow. The results were no better than Altan's. His clumsy fingers fumbled the nock, the arrow went nowhere, and the bow—as though offended by his incompetence—bounced away from him and nearly struck him in the face.

Now the remaining two goatmen—the wounded one and the one recently roused—were fully awake and utterly enraged. They moved with a speed that belied their size, their weapons raised for killing blows.

The first struck Altan. He saw it coming—the trajectory, the angle—but knowing and avoiding were different things. The mace caught him on his left arm with force that lifted him from his feet and slammed him to the ground. Pain exploded through him, but he rolled, came up, found that his arm still moved. The wound was not serious—not yet—but it was a warning.

The second goatman, wielding an axe, swung at Digenis. The Breggle tried to dodge, but the axe was fast—too fast. It caught him across the chest, a big slash that would have killed a lesser warrior. Chester's armor—borrowed, but true—saved his life. The wound was not deep, but it was there, and blood began to soak into his tunic beneath the leather.

In that moment, the heroes understood the severity of their situation. No healer among them. No potions, no herbs, no second chances. If they took another wound like that, they would not walk away from this field.

But fortune, having turned away, now turned back—just enough.

Digenis, bleeding but unbowed, found his center. His greatsword moved in an arc that seemed almost predestined—swift, precise, inevitable—and took the wounded goatman's head from his shoulders. The creature fell in an instant, his fury ended.

The remaining goatman stared at his fallen comrade, shock breaking through his rage for just a moment.

It was enough.

Neirn circled behind him, silent as a shadow, and drove his sword into the creature's back.

Altan, still on the ground, slashed upward with his own blade, cutting across the goatman's face.

Ferdelance—finally, finally finding his courage—pulled out his mace and ran full speed at the staggering creature, swinging with all his small might at the goatman's knee. Bone cracked. The goatman fell, stunned.

Digenis stepped forward and finished it—one clean stroke across the neck.

Silence fell upon the ruins.

Four goatmen lay dead. The heroes stood among them, breathing hard, blood on their weapons and—in Digenis's case—on his chest beneath his armor. The cold breeze returned, carrying the smell of death away toward the forest.

They were alive. Shaken, wounded, but alive.

But it was not over. Somewhere in the cellars beneath these ruins, a child waited—if the child still lived at all. And whatever had brought goatmen to this place, whatever had twisted them into something that could be fought and killed, still lurked in the darkness below.

Ferdelance looked at the hole he had seen from above, then at the archway that led deeper into the fort. "The child," he said quietly. "We have to go down there."

No one argued. No one suggested turning back.

They had come this far. They would go further.

The cellars waited.
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​Chapter Ten: Strangers at the Threshold
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The wind shifted as they stood at the cellar's entrance, and with it came a change in the quality of the light—that peculiar phenomenon of Dolmenwood where the boundary between worlds grows thin, and the ordinary becomes shot through with threads of the extraordinary. The grey sky seemed to deepen, to take on hues that had no names, and for a moment, the ruins around them felt less like fallen stone and more like something that was waiting to rise again.

Then the shouts came.

They echoed across the castle ruins, carrying through the cold air with a resonance that had nothing to do with acoustics—the voice of those who have spent long years in places where sound travels strangely, where words can find paths that ordinary speech cannot. Two figures stood silhouetted against the grey sky at the far archway, their outlines sharp against the clouded light.

Elves.

Anyone could see it in their bearing, in the way they held themselves like creatures who had all the time in the world and meant to use every moment of it. They did not fidget, did not shift their weight, did not show any of the small signs of impatience that marked mortal kind. They simply were, present and complete, as though they had stood there for centuries and would stand there for centuries more.

Digenis stepped forward, his silver greatsword still wet with goatman blood. The confidence of recent victory sang in his veins, and his voice carried
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