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Kiloannum Ten - Year Thirty-Three (Year 10,033 of elven rule)

Continent of Torus 

Gray clouds drifted across the otherwise sunny day, bringing a cool draft. The young she-elf sat on a log with a weathered book in hand. Its binding was crooked, and its leather-bound cover and back were worn down, but its yellowish pages still turned, so she read on without pause. She was gaunt as well as surprisingly tall for her nineteen years. Her skin was almond, and her wavy, sand-blonde hair was mostly kept in a bun, aside from a few strands that hung along the sides of her face. Like all village peasants, she wore a drab, close-fitting smock that stopped above her ankles. It was an unsightly mustard color. Perspiration built up along her neck and brow, though she rarely took the time to wipe it away. Despite the excruciating summer heat, the humidity was relentless. The only thing that could truly interrupt the young she-elf from her voracious reading was the occasional mosquito she squished under her thumb or swatted away. Well, that and one another thing.

“Vy, this is no fun!” complained her little brother, who sat beside her on the log. “You said we’d have fun!”

“I did as I said I would. You’re out of the hut, aren’t you?” his older sister chided.

“Yeah, but we’re just sitting here,” he groaned.

“Don’t be a brat, Tommy! Now, let me read in peace. Find something to do. I’m trying to study. I can’t have you mucking it up for me.”

“Okay...” the elf boy, in a long tunic that stopped just above the knees, slid off the log and plopped his bare feet into the damp ground. He was an elf of only seven with a darker skin tone than his sister, including russet hair that reached behind the ears. He gazed around at the wetland area. Oak and elm trees were abundant, and the knee-high reeds were in every direction. More solid areas were covered by short grass, although it was never guaranteed to hold if decent weight was placed on the surface.

The older sister listened as her brother's footsteps circled the log before wandering away. Each squelch of his feet on the muddy landscape made her ears perk up.

“Don't wander too far!” she warned without looking up from her book. 

“I won’t!” Tommy replied.

Vymairy could usually trust her brother to listen to her directions. Now that he had quieted, she could finally delve more into the third chapter of the book she was reading. It was entitled Treatises at the Dawn of Enchantment. As far as she knew, or at least had been told, it had not one author but several. It contained all the great teachings of elves from a distant continent far to the west. Elves that specialized in all sorts of magic that was all but nonexistent on the continent she resided on. Unfortunately, Vymairy was an interminably slow reader and had spent the last few years just getting through the intro and opening chapters, which contained several subsections about various figures and their role in spell casting. Many book sections required rereading because she’d been half asleep as she read. Despite how much of a burden it was, she endured. Just as she licked her finger to turn the page, a wad of mud hit her in the back of the head. The teenage she-elf fumed.

“Why, you little!”

Vymairy looked up from her reading at last, revealing stunning violet eyes as opposed to her brother’s orange irises. Tommy observed her bristling rage and chuckled away at her expense.

“I got you real good!”

“You almost got filth on Papa’s book!”

“Nah, your head is too big a target. I bet the book is fine!”

“Babysitting you is turning out to be a real nuisance,” said the older sister as she felt mud dribbling through her pinned-up blonde hair and down her back.

“You sound real tragic, Vy! I bet it’s because you know ya can’t catch me!” 

His older sister snapped her fingers, and Treatises at the Dawn of Enchantment poofed out of existence. The only trace of it ever having existed was a light blue mist, which soon faded. In place of her book, the she-elf took up large clumps of wet earth in each hand. She offered up a sinister smile. 

“We’ll see about that.”

The two siblings dashed through the wetlands, splashing water all along the way as mud and blades of grass stuck to their bare feet. Tommy was able to retaliate with mud balls of his own occasionally, but the game quickly became a showdown of avoiding his sister’s assault. The first few outright missed, but soon enough, she had nailed his shoulder, lower back, and rump. No matter how many times he was tagged, or she in turn, their merriment was unbreakable. Despite the age gap between them, it was in moments like this that the teenage she-elf truly felt something akin to true happiness. All the world's anxieties could be shoved aside, even if only in passing. She imagined herself at her brother’s age and rejoiced at the thought of no responsibilities, no woes to carry, and no pain that couldn’t be forgotten.

Tommy was oblivious to all of this, of course. He was simply a carefree child with dreams that were not fully formed. Dreams that had not yet been dashed by the harsh reality that sometimes lashed out at the unsuspecting. He saw a bleak world as an unpainted canvas, just waiting to be claimed. That freedom, however, sometimes was synonymous with carelessness. Carelessness in the bogs of Torus sometimes came at a terrible price. Tommy took great strides to distance himself and his sister, all while looking backward and forming a new mud ball between his small hands. The reeds here were thick and could serve as excellent hiding places for an ambush, but their lengthy roots were also obstacles to watch out for. Unexpectedly, Tommy’s dash forward was cut off when his right ankle was snagged in a bundle of vines. His speed became his own worst enemy, sending his half-made mud ball flying as the boy went face-first into a puddle of water with a splash.

Vymairy’s lips crooked into a smile. She was ready to burst out laughing, but the smile fell away almost immediately. Her brother was wiping the mud from his face, leaving him unable to see what was only a few feet away. Under the shade of an elm tree was a monstrous wolf with matted gray fur and black paws. It turned its snout in Tommy’s direction and lowered its ears. A low growl came from its throat as its icy blue eyes locked onto the boy elf. Her brother was frozen while still on his hands and knees. The wolf had not yet risen, but its lips curled back to reveal pink gums and enormous fangs. Vymairy acted purely on instinct. She stepped between the beast and her baby brother even as her heart pounded in her chest.

Vymairy went for the dagger she kept sheathed at her side. The dagger was beautifully crafted metal, while the hilt was made from ram horn. In response, the direwolf rose from its lax position. It was well over forty inches at the shoulder and easily more than twice the she-elf’s weight. If it decided to attack, the teenager would be on the muddy ground in no time. Tommy huddled behind his older sister. To her surprise, the direwolf made no sudden move. The growling continued, but Vymairy realized the hound was all by its lonesome. It didn’t call out for its pack mates in a bone-chilling howl. It maintained its position and got no closer, sticking to its spot under the tree. Then, she noticed the blood trailing down the direwolf’s left hind leg. The jaws of another predator had mangled it. There was no way the direwolf would be putting any weight on it. He looks thin, too, Vymairy observed. Probably a couple of days since it had anything to eat. 

“Is it gonna attack?” her brother spoke in a shaken voice.

Vymairy kept her dagger raised. She was alert, but her features softened. “I can’t say for sure. Maybe he would if he had his mates backing him up.”

“I say we run!” Tommy suggested. His timber suggested he was on the verge of tears.

“No, you never show your back in a fight,” said Vymairy sternly. She put a hand on her baby brother’s shoulder. “You stay back.”

She took one step forward, and Tommy figured out what she was up to. “Don’t, Vy!”

“Stay back!” she roared. All the while, her violet eyes were locked onto the wounded animal. She couldn’t afford to take her eyes off it for a moment. The direwolf snarled as it perked its ears back. While keeping the dagger in her right hand, a gift from her mother, she retrieved a pouch from her belt with her left. She retrieved just a pinch of what was inside and threw an orangish dust into the air. It sparkled before fading away slowly. The aroma of drying tangerines came into the air, something the direwolf immediately noticed. It still bore its teeth in an aggressive posture. It did not lash out as the she-elf closed the distance, nor did it flee. Vymairy stopped just a yard from the animal and raised both her arms.

“I’m guessin’ you got separated from your buddies. I have a healing potion that could fix that leg right up.” The she-elf wagged a finger. “If you promise not to bite.”

The direwolf continued to sniff the air. Though its ears remained lowered, the hound no longer snarled. The furry predator was cautious but now much calmer. Vymairy smiled in return. This knowledge had been a gift from her father, and like everything her parents had taught her, it was invaluable.

The direwolf lumbered forward, still quite hesitant. It uttered a soft whimper, and Vymairy welcomed it with open arms. She’d finally put the dagger away.

“Come on, I won’t hurt you. Promise.”

The direwolf edged its way closer, just a foot away now. The wounded back leg was dragged along, and yet it progressed forward. Vymairy smiled. “Yes, that’s it.”

However, before anything else could happen, an elf dropped from the elm tree with a broadsword drawn. Before the direwolf could dodge, he stabbed it between the shoulders and pinned it to the soft ground. Vymairy was left in utter disbelief. It had all happened so fast. In the mere blink of an eye, in fact. Bright green elm leaves drifted downward in an emerald shower. The beast snarled and clawed at the mud. The elf stuck the weapon in deeper. Now, the animal was reduced to nothing more than yelping and labored breaths. The elf had messy dark hair and dark skin. He wore a padded gambeson to signify his role as a fighter, along with drab trousers.

“Look at the size of this one!” he said with a smug grin. 

His crew emerged from the high grass with crossbows trained on the dying animal. There were six of them, and none gave the dying animal an ounce of dignity in its final moments. Some spat on it, while others were callous enough to kick it in its ribs and rear. Vymairy realized her face was unreasonably warm as she watched it all. She touched her cheek and felt a slickness there. She pulled the fingers away and realized it was the direwolf’s blood. Her stomach lurched.

“That’s enough!”

The gloating elves all turned toward Vymairy and her brother. None said anything back at first. The teenage she-elf knew their eyes had fallen on her first and foremost. Her strange hair tone and abnormal eyes had drawn attention every day of her life.

The skinniest of them, with a pen-like neck, tilted his head. “Oi! It’s the half-breed! The Reed girl! Where do you get off running your mouth to us?”

“Cherog’s right,” agreed a more robust elf who forwent the gambeson for a simple short-sleeve tunic. “You should be mindful of how you speak when in the presence of warriors.”

Vymairy scoffed. A tear ran down her bloodied cheek. “Warriors, huh? All of you brave elves, just for one lone wolf. My, my, be still my heart!”

The barrel-chested elf stepped forward. He was the only one who held a pike, and the lengthy haft was longer than he was tall. “I see you need a lesson in manners.”

“Enough prattle, Ugo.”

All attention went to the elf, who still had his weapon embedded in the dying beast. He was middle-aged looking, discernible even though blood had splashed his face and hair. The crimson didn’t hide the scar that vertically from the left of his nostrils, through his lips, and down to his chin. He didn’t bother wiping any off as he stared down at Vymairy. He wrenched the broadsword free in a single pull when he rose from his knees. With a final gasp, the light in the direwolf’s eyes faded. The smug elf laid his sword across his shoulders as he stepped closest
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