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Campfire

"When the chosen of the ten nations finally gather around the same fire, the world no longer listens to people. It listens to fate, for it is not around the fire that a direction is chosen. It is there that the past decides which memories will awaken... and which must remain buried. At first, they believed they were searching. Only later did they understand that they themselves had been found. And when the first sign finally emerged from the darkness, their journey ceased to be a journey. It became the beginning of a new age."

The campfire itself was modest, little different from countless others that had burned beneath open skies throughout the ages. Yet something was unsettling in the way its flames moved. They curled around the cracked logs as though they possessed a will of their own, folding inward before stretching out once more, searching patiently for something hidden beyond the circle of light. Resin crackled softly inside the wood, releasing a rich scent that settled into hair, clothing, and breath alike, lingering long after the smoke had faded as a reminder that darkness was no longer merely a tale passed from one generation to the next.

Night surrounded the camp like a silent sea whose distant shores could no longer be seen. Beyond the reach of the fire, the forest stood motionless, its tall trunks emerging only when the flames leaned high enough to brush them with trembling light. Shadows shifted with every movement of the fire, creating fleeting shapes that vanished before the eye could truly understand them. Somewhere deeper among the trees came the quiet rustle of unseen movement, but no one around the fire turned toward the sound. It was not because they had failed to hear it. Each of them understood, with growing certainty, that what reached their ears was no longer only the whisper of the forest. They had begun hearing things that belonged to something far older than the night surrounding them.

The fire crackled for a long time without a single word being spoken. Erelith's call had faded into silence, yet the silence itself was anything but empty. It settled over them like a delicate veil, unseen but impossible to ignore, wrapping itself around every soul gathered by the fire. Each of them carried its weight differently, but none could escape it. Whatever they had witnessed had become part of them, and no one was ready to answer a call they had only just begun to understand.

When the chosen of the ten nations sat around the same fire, they were no longer merely ten individuals brought together by fate. They carried with them the memories of their own people, the triumphs they celebrated, the grief they concealed, and the countless truths that had never crossed the borders of their nations. Those unseen burdens sat beside them as surely as the flames themselves, and that was why the silence endured. The fire painted restless shadows across their faces, and for fleeting moments those shadows transformed familiar features into something far older, as though forgotten ancestors were watching the gathering through their eyes.

A gentle breeze drifted through the camp, changing direction so subtly that no one noticed it at first. It was neither strong nor threatening, yet it guided the smoke away from the sky, sending it gliding low above their heads as though it wished to carry the campfire's message into every corner of the forest. The flames bowed with the movement, sinking closer to the earth before rising once more, and in that quiet moment, someone laughed. The sound carried no joy. It was little more than a weary breath that had been forced into laughter before the weight inside could become unbearable.

Zarek, the chosen of Aevar, leaned forward until the firelight divided his face between gold and shadow. His hair stirred gently even after the wind had passed, as though the breeze belonged to him rather than the world around him. For a long moment, he watched the smoke drifting through the darkness before finally breaking the silence. "The wind only travels like this when it is searching for a route." His voice held no drama and sought no attention. It was calm, measured, and because of that, far more unsettling than fear itself. He spoke with the certainty of a man describing something he had witnessed countless times before.

Across the fire, Lavir slowly lifted his gaze. The dancing flames reflected in his pale blue eyes, but for the briefest heartbeat, another light answered them from somewhere far deeper, a brightness that did not belong to the night. He studied the fire in silence, tasting the thought before allowing it to become words. "A route..." he repeated quietly. "Or an escape?" Zarek never turned his head. His eyes remained fixed upon the fire, yet it seemed as though his gaze reached beyond the trees, beyond the darkness itself, into a place none of the others could see. "Both." The single word lingered between them before he slowly looked up at the others gathered around the flames. "We've sat here for too long without speaking of the one thing every one of us already knows. We've all felt it, yet none of us has wanted to give it a voice." The wind returned, circling lazily around the campfire. Smoke wrapped itself around the chosen for a brief moment before drifting apart once more, leaving the fire burning quietly between them like a question that could no longer remain unanswered.

Ten pairs of eyes met across the fire, and within each of them lived a different face of fear. Some tried to hide it behind silence, others behind calm expressions that no longer convinced even themselves. Zarek allowed his gaze to travel slowly around the circle before speaking, his voice scarcely louder than the quiet crackling of the fire. "Every one of us feels it," he said. "That faint vibration deep within our bones... the moment the air changes and the heart remembers something the mind refuses to recognize." His words drifted into the silence rather than breaking it, and for several long moments no one answered. Gadrin remained exactly as he had been since the beginning of the gathering. The chosen of Graevoth had spoken little, yet there was nothing passive about his silence. His hands rested loosely upon his knees, but every line of his body suggested quiet readiness, as though years of war had taught him that danger rarely announced itself honestly. Across the fire, Melian of Melithar drew his cloak more tightly around his shoulders. He did not appear cold. Instead, he looked like a man listening to something no one else was capable of hearing. Zarek noticed the movement and continued, his eyes never leaving the flames. "We don't know what we're searching for. But every one of us can feel that something has already begun searching for us." The words settled over the gathering with unexpected weight. They struck the silence like an axe splitting ancient timber, and only then did someone finally dare to draw a deeper breath.

Windar of Tellanis slowly leaned forward, his fingers interlocked before him as though they held an invisible object whose weight only he could feel. There was neither arrogance nor accusation in his expression, only the quiet weariness of a man who had carried the same truth alone for far too long. "It's true," he said calmly. "And yet every one of you is making the same mistake." Zarek turned his eyes toward him without speaking, allowing Windar to continue. "We did not gather here because one of us decided that we should. We are here because our people had already begun moving long before we ever took our first steps." The fire answered with a sharp crack as one of the burning logs collapsed inward, sending glowing embers rolling between the surrounding stones. Lavir's eyebrows rose almost imperceptibly as he studied Windar across the flames. "You believe the elders of every nation already knew?" Windar answered with a slow, heavy nod. "They knew... or perhaps they were simply afraid. After enough generations, the difference disappears." Melian shifted abruptly, as though an unseen hand had touched him. "My people didn't know," he replied without hesitation. "They tried to stop me." For a moment, Zarek watched him, measuring not the words but the certainty behind them, before quietly asking, "Did they truly try to stop you... Or were they trying to prevent themselves from hearing what you already could?" Melian offered no reply. He lowered his eyes toward the fire, and in the silence that followed, no one questioned him any longer. Whatever melody echoed beyond the reach of ordinary hearing, he alone had been listening to it long before the others had ever sensed its first note.

Only then did Ailo move. Until that moment, the chosen of Azhrin had remained as silent as the others, yet his silence had never been the same. It was not the silence of uncertainty or caution. It was the silence of someone listening beyond the reach of ordinary voices. As he slowly raised his hand, the movement was not meant to draw attention. It was simply a response to something only he had noticed. Resting beside him, the compass trembled. The movement was almost imperceptible, neither an invitation nor a call, but a warning that traveled through the metal like the heartbeat of something alive. Ailo lowered his eyes toward it before quietly breaking the silence. "It doesn't like this." His voice was barely more than a whisper, yet every gaze around the fire found him. They understood instinctively that he was not speaking of the compass as though it were an ordinary object. After a brief pause, he continued, never taking his eyes from the ancient relic. "It doesn't like us being together. It reacts as though... this was never meant to happen."

For the first time since the gathering had begun, Sevor of Sythrion truly lifted his gaze. Until then, he had remained at the edge of every conversation, watching rather than speaking, listening more than questioning, weighing every word before allowing it to settle within him. There was no mockery in his expression when he finally spoke, only the quiet certainty that so often accompanied those who had lived too long among shadows. "Did you really believe it was made for one hand?" he asked. His eyes drifted briefly toward the compass before returning to Ailo. "No... it was made to divide." Zarek turned toward him, his brow narrowing ever so slightly. "Divide what?" Sevor's lips curved into the faintest shadow of a smile, one so small it almost ceased to exist before it could be seen. "The nations."

The single word settled among them like a stone cast into still water. It could easily have become the beginning of an argument, the spark that turned suspicion into accusation, yet none of those gathered around the fire reached for anger. They were no longer children defending the pride of their own people. They had traveled too far, seen too much, and understood one truth above all others: when a child of Sythrion spoke of shadows, wisdom demanded that the shadows themselves be understood before they were judged.

It was Othel of Orvenat who finally broke the silence. His voice was rough, almost distant, as though he had spent too many years speaking in places where no living soul could hear him. "I don't believe it was made to divide the nations," he said quietly. The firelight softened the lines of his face for a fleeting moment, making him appear younger than he truly was, yet nothing could hide the age carried within his eyes. Leaning slightly closer to the flames, he let his gaze rest upon the compass before continuing. "I believe it reveals them." The words lingered for a moment before he spoke again, his voice thoughtful rather than certain. "We keep speaking of the fragments... yet none of us has asked what they were before they became fragments."

For the first time that evening, Gadrin shifted noticeably. The movement itself was enough to draw every eye toward him. He seldom spoke unless he believed words were worth carrying. "A weapon," he answered. Nothing more. One word. Yet somehow the campfire itself seemed to burn colder.

Othel slowly shook his head. "Not merely a weapon," he replied. "A memory." The correction settled over the gathering with surprising weight, and for a brief moment, every one of them felt as though the word belonged to them personally rather than to the conversation. Lavir's jaw tightened as he stared into the flames. "We didn't come here to awaken old horrors." Across the fire, Windar regarded him for a long while before answering, his expression calm but unreadable. "Didn't we?" he asked softly. "Or have we come because, deep inside, we hoped those horrors would never have to awaken again?"

Lavir did not answer immediately. Instead, he lifted his gaze toward the heavens, searching for stars that were no longer there. Heavy clouds had swallowed the sky whole, leaving only an endless darkness stretching above them, as though something unseen had drawn a veil across the night itself. For several moments, he watched that empty sky before finally lowering his eyes toward the fire. "We came here," he said quietly, "because the darkness moves faster than our prayers." His words lingered in the stillness, and no one hurried to answer them. Windar let out a slow breath, his eyes never leaving the flames. "And that is why we can no longer walk as one company." No one argued.

Something deep within each of them resisted the thought, refusing to accept what their hearts already understood, yet reason offered no path around it. The silence itself became an answer until Windar finally spoke again, almost as though he were remembering words that had existed long before he had ever learned to speak. "Two paths," he murmured. "Two journeys."

Ailo lowered his eyes to the compass resting beside him. Its surface had fallen still once more, yet he could not shake the feeling that it was listening as closely as they were. Nearby, Othel slowly closed his eyes, his expression growing distant as though he were trying to hear something hidden beneath the stone beneath their feet. Melian instinctively pressed a hand against his chest, his breathing changing ever so slightly, like a musician catching the faintest echo of a melody carried across an impossible distance. Lavir let his gaze travel around the circle before speaking once more. "If we divide," he said, "then both groups must carry the same light." This time Sevor offered no dry remark, no shadow of a smile. The thought had reached beyond irony.

Gadrin studied each of the chosen in turn before adding his own voice to the gathering. "And if we divide," he said, "both paths must also carry the same blade." His words were simple, yet every one of them understood what lay beneath them. Strength could not belong to only one road. Zarek slowly inclined his head, allowing the silence to settle before quietly completing the thought. "And the same message." His eyes traveled around the fire until they rested upon every face in turn. "If one of us falls... if one of us disappears... their path must never vanish with them." No one answered. The fire crackled softly between them, yet even that familiar sound seemed distant now. Something had changed. They had not yet divided into two companies, but in that moment, every one of them understood that the decision had already been made. The road ahead no longer belonged to a single group of the chosen. It had become two journeys bound together by the same fate.

They had reached a decision, though it felt less like a choice than the quiet acceptance of something that had already been waiting for them. No single company could answer two different calls, just as one flame could never illuminate two distant paths at once. Yet even after the decision had been spoken aloud, everyone around the fire sensed that something remained unfinished. The paths now existed, but they had no identity. They needed names, not because names possessed power of their own, but because a name gives shape to a choice and allows it to become real.

The wind drifted lazily across the campfire, stirring the smoke into slow spirals that rose only to disappear into the darkness above them. The flames trembled gently, almost as though they too had been waiting for this final step. Windar of Tellanis slowly lifted his gaze from the fire, his expression thoughtful rather than certain, before quietly saying, "If we walk as two companies, then both must carry the same purpose... even if they do so in different bodies. Every path deserves a name." His words settled naturally into the silence. No one answered immediately, yet no one questioned them either. Lavir gave a slow nod, allowing his eyes to travel around the circle before replying, "Not for pride. For remembrance." He paused briefly before continuing, "And as a promise that even if our roads separate, we do not." The thought lingered between them until Melian lowered his gaze once more, listening to something beyond the reach of ordinary hearing. When he finally spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper. "The first company follows the melody." He did not explain, nor did anyone ask for one. Somehow, they all understood. Ailo rested a hand upon the compass beside him before quietly adding, "And water." Othel slowly opened his eyes. "And memories." His weathered voice carried an age that seemed older than the mountains themselves. Lavir lifted his hand toward the fire. "And light." Beside him, Daren spoke so softly that his words almost disappeared into the crackling flames. "And the roots."

For several long moments, the gathering fell silent once more. They listened to the wind weaving through the trees, to the steady breathing of the fire, and to the ancient forest surrounding them like a patient witness that had seen countless generations come and go. It was Zarek who finally broke the silence, although it felt less as though he had chosen the words himself than as though they had risen from the smoke drifting slowly above the flames. "Stream of Music." The name settled naturally among them, carrying the quiet certainty of something that had existed long before anyone had spoken it aloud. It did not feel invented or chosen but remembered, as though it had merely been waiting for the right moment to reveal itself. Windar slowly inclined his head and repeated the words almost reverently. "Stream of Music." No smile crossed his face, yet a quiet satisfaction softened his expression for the briefest of moments, the kind that appears only when something finally finds its rightful place.

Across the fire, Gadrin leaned forward, resting his forearms upon his knees before calmly asking, "And the other company?" Once again, no one hurried to answer. Instead, their gazes wandered silently from one chosen to another until they finally came to rest upon Windar. Zarek looked toward Sevor. Sevor met Veln's eyes. Veln, in turn, sought Windar's gaze, and for a heartbeat it seemed as though even the forest itself was waiting for him to speak. Windar drew a slow breath before quietly saying, "We are the ones who walk where words are no longer spoken aloud. We walk beneath the shadows." His eyes drifted beyond the circle of firelight toward the darkness where the trees had become little more than silhouettes against the night. Zarek slowly nodded before completing the thought with the same quiet certainty. "Shadow Wind." Like the first name, it felt neither created nor claimed. It emerged naturally from the silence, carrying the weight of something ancient that had finally found its voice, and by the time the last echoes of those words disappeared into the night, two paths had found their names, two companies had found their identities, and the single fire that had brought them together now marked the beginning of two separate journeys beneath the same endless sky.

Just then, the compass trembled so violently that Ailo instinctively wrapped his hand around it. The movement was no longer the quiet warning they had witnessed before. It was something altogether different. The ancient relic shuddered as though fear itself had found a way into metal, and the violent pulse traveled through Ailo's hand and into his arm before settling deep within his chest. At that very moment, the campfire collapsed inward, not because the wood had burned through, but as though an unseen hand had pressed the flames toward the earth. Smoke no longer climbed into the night. Instead, it drifted slowly around the gathering, circling them in a widening ring until it seemed as though the camp itself had been quietly enclosed.

Then the wind ceased. It did not calm. It simply... ceased to exist. The silence that followed did not belong to the natural world. It carried something profoundly wrong, something every one of them recognized without understanding why. Zarek stiffened immediately, his breathing shortening as though his lungs were struggling to remember how air itself was meant to move. "The wind doesn't do this," he whispered, his voice barely finding its way into the stillness. Lavir rose to his feet without hesitation, not driven by fear but by instinct alone. A pale radiance awakened beneath his skin, faint at first yet growing steadily brighter, like the first light of dawn imprisoned beneath the horizon. Sevor remained seated exactly where he was. His eyes never left the darkness beyond the firelight, and the coldness within them seemed deeper than the night itself, like an empty well whose bottom no one had ever reached.

Gadrin was already standing before anyone realized he had moved. His hand rested upon the hilt of his sword with the calm certainty of a warrior whose body reacted long before his thoughts did. Firelight shimmered faintly across the steel, reflecting a blade that had not yet tasted blood, though none of them could say whether that would still be true before the night was over. Beside him, Melian's eyes widened, and his lips moved almost imperceptibly, as though repeating a melody only he could hear. When he finally spoke, his voice sounded fragile, like breath forced through a throat that had forgotten how to breathe. "It... the melody has begun." Windar leaned closer to the compass, studying it with complete concentration. For a fleeting moment, his expression changed, as though invisible lines had appeared before him, not written upon stone or parchment, but woven into the very air surrounding them. "It's writing," he murmured.

Othel slowly lowered his hand until his fingertips rested against the earth beneath him. The movement carried no ceremony and no ritual. It was simply a connection. His eyes closed, and for several heartbeats, he remained perfectly still before quietly correcting Windar. "No..." His voice was barely audible. "It remembers." Ailo felt warmth pulse through the compass into his palm. It was not the burning heat of metal left too long in a fire. It felt alive. It beat against his hand like the heart of a living creature that belonged neither to his people nor to his world. Then, from somewhere beyond the circle of firelight, a sound emerged. It was not the cry of an animal, nor the whisper of the wind. It resembled an ancient sigh rising from the depths of the earth while, at the same time, carrying the distant echo of a great bell ringing somewhere inside the mountains themselves.

The darkness surrounding the camp deepened until even the familiar outlines of the forest seemed to retreat beyond sight. Then, just beyond the reach of the dying flames, the first sign revealed itself. It was neither a figure nor a beast, but something far older, a trace left behind by a presence no longer visible. Upon a solitary stone resting at the edge of the forest, a symbol slowly began to glow. It did not appear all at once. Instead, it emerged with quiet patience, as though unseen hands were carving it into the stone from within. One line awakened, then another, and then a third, each completing a fragment of a design that none of them had ever seen and yet all of them somehow recognized. By the time the final line had found its place, the air itself changed with such sudden force that every one of the chosen felt it, not against their skin, but deep within their souls, where instinct understood long before thought could ever hope to follow.

Lavir drew a slow breath, though it felt less like filling his lungs with air than plunging into icy water. The sudden cold reached deep inside him, stealing warmth from his chest before he even understood why. Beside him, Gadrin's grip tightened around the hilt of his sword until the knuckles of his weathered hand turned pale beneath the firelight. Neither of them spoke. Words no longer seemed capable of reaching whatever had begun unfolding around them.

Sevor slowly tilted his head, listening with the same quiet patience that had followed him throughout the evening. Yet something about him had changed. The shadows resting across his face no longer behaved like ordinary darkness. They seemed deeper somehow, as though another layer had settled beneath them, hiding depths the firelight could no longer reach. Melian's eyes filled with tears, not from fear, but from something far more difficult to endure. It was as though a melody had reached him alone, beautiful enough to break the heart and terrible enough to make him wish he had never heard it. Windar stared at the glowing symbol without blinking, and for the first time since any of them had known him, a single word escaped his lips before thought could restrain it. "No." The compass suddenly erupted in brilliant light.

Almost at the same instant, the earth answered. Not with the violence of an earthquake, nor with the trembling of shifting stone, but with a voice so ancient that none of them could have said whether they heard it with their ears or somewhere much deeper within themselves. It felt as though the world beneath their feet had drawn its first breath after an endless age of silence. On the far side of the camp, the ground slowly opened. The crack was no wider than a finger, yet it stretched through the earth with unsettling certainty. It was not the color of ordinary stone. It was darker than night itself, black as fresh ink poured across the world. Othel rose abruptly, his eyes fixed upon the opening as understanding overtook surprise. "It's not in the ground," he whispered. "It's in time."

The compass suddenly pulled against Ailo's grasp with startling force, twisting violently in his hand as though it no longer wished to belong to him. He fought only to keep hold of it, and then he saw what it had been trying to reveal. The needle did not choose a single direction. It hesitated only briefly before swinging between two paths so violently that the entire compass began to rattle inside his trembling hand. Slowly, he lifted it for the others to see. "It... wants to divide us." Zarek's gaze never left the darkness beyond the camp. The wind finally returned, but it carried none of the familiar life he had known since childhood. It moved as a warning whispered through another world. He slowly shook his head before answering in a voice that barely rose above the silence. "No." His eyes remained fixed upon whatever waited beyond the firelight. "It doesn't want to..." He paused only long enough to let the truth settle within himself before quietly finishing the thought. "It requires it."

The brilliant light of the compass faded as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving only the trembling glow of the campfire between them. Then something entered the darkness beyond the flames. It was not a figure they could clearly see, nor a shadow that could be followed with the eye. It was a presence whose existence could only be sensed by the way the darkness itself bent around it, as though emptiness had gathered into a shape without ever becoming solid. Lavir instinctively stepped forward, and the pale light beneath his skin answered at once, flowing around him like drifting snow caught in a silent wind. "Stay behind me," he said without taking his eyes from the presence. Gadrin never moved from his place. "No," he replied calmly, his voice carrying the quiet certainty of a man who had already accepted every possible outcome. "If it has come for us, then it will come through us." For the first time that night, Sevor truly moved. He reached for no weapon. Instead, he slowly lifted his eyes toward the darkness, and for a heartbeat it seemed as though the shadows themselves had awakened to meet his gaze. "It's not a creature," he said. "It's a trace." Windar continued studying the glowing symbol upon the stone, his face growing paler as understanding slowly settled upon him. "No," he whispered. "It's a signature."

Melian slowly pressed his hand against his chest, his fingers tightening against the fabric of his cloak as though they could somehow steady the melody echoing within him. His breathing had become uneven, and when he finally found his voice, it barely rose above a whisper. "It's... the same melody." He swallowed before continuing, his eyes fixed somewhere beyond the fire rather than upon the people gathered around it. "The same melody I heard when I was forced to leave my people... but something has changed. It's wrong." The compass shuddered once more.

Then everything changed. A wave of freezing darkness poured from the edge of the forest like a breath escaping from a gate that had stood sealed for countless ages. It swept silently across the clearing, swallowing the warmth around the camp before anyone had time to react. The flames vanished in an instant. There was no struggle, no fading glow, no final spark reaching toward the sky. One heartbeat, they burned. Next, they simply no longer existed. Darkness rushed in from every direction until it wrapped itself around the chosen, leaving them suspended inside a silence so complete that even breathing seemed like an intrusion.

Then light returned. Lavir's radiance erupted from within him with such force that it seemed less like light being born and more like dawn breaking beneath deep winter snow. White brilliance rolled across the clearing, chasing back the darkness just enough for every eye to find the same impossible sight. The symbol upon the stone was no longer merely a mark carved into ancient rock. It had become something alive. Glowing lines stretched away from it, flowing across the earth beneath their feet before disappearing into the forest beyond, where they continued like a luminous scar cut through the darkness itself. It no longer resembled a sign. It had become a path. No one spoke. They stared.

Though each of them would have described the feeling differently, the truth was the same within every heart. Fear walked beside wonder. A call echoed through the silence. Beneath both waited an unshakable certainty that none of them had possessed only moments before. Whatever had begun that night could no longer be undone.

Windar slowly turned toward the others. The exhaustion that had weighed upon him throughout the evening remained, yet something else now rested beneath it. Acceptance. It was reluctant and bitter, but it was undeniable. His eyes lingered upon the glowing trail before he quietly said, "This... is no longer a search." The light reflected across his face as he continued, almost to himself. "This is an opening."

The compass trembled one final time before falling completely still. Yet the silence that followed offered no comfort. It was not the stillness of peace, but of judgment, as though the ancient relic had already delivered its answer and would never take it back. Far beyond the reach of Lavir's light, somewhere deep within the forest where the glowing path disappeared into the unknown, something responded. No sound reached them. No shape revealed itself. Yet the darkness moved with unmistakable purpose, and every one of the chosen understood that something beyond their sight had acknowledged their presence.

Ailo tightened his grip around the compass, though it no longer felt like an object forged by mortal hands. It pulsed gently against his palm like the heartbeat of a living creature, foreign to his world yet somehow bound to his own. He drew a slow breath, but the air filling his lungs felt strangely insufficient, as though the world itself had become too small for what had just awakened. Keeping his eyes fixed upon the glowing path, he finally broke the silence. "It's calling us." His voice faltered for only the briefest moment before he quietly added, "And it already knows we're here."
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The journey continues

"The fire has been lit once more, yet it is no longer the same fire. I know the journey of the chosen continues, because the flame now burns lower... more cautiously. It is as though they have already learned that darkness no longer remains beyond the circle of light simply because a fire is burning. They do not yet understand that this is the last time they will sit together around the same flames without knowing the direction in which their shadows will eventually fall."

The camp had grown quieter than any place should have been where so many people still breathed. No one asked whether the others had witnessed the same impossible things. No one spoke aloud of the moment the earth had seemed to draw breath beneath their feet, nor of the glowing path that had opened across the stone like an ancient wound refusing to heal. There was no need for questions, because every one of them carried the answers within themselves. They had all seen the same sign, felt the same presence, and heard the same silence that had followed. Knowledge had settled among them more heavily than fear ever could.

The fire had been lit again, but it no longer stood at the center of the gathering as it had before. Its flames burned lower now, casting softer light across weary faces and leaving greater stretches of darkness between those who sat around it. The warmth still reached their hands, yet none of them believed any longer that fire alone could keep the night at a distance. Beyond the circle of light, the forest waited in patient silence, no longer resembling an ordinary woodland but something ancient that had quietly awakened and now observed them with endless patience.

No one hurried to break the silence. They had spoken enough for one night, and the words that remained unsaid carried greater weight than those already shared. Every crackle of the burning wood, every drifting thread of smoke, and every faint whisper of wind beyond the trees seemed to remind them that the world surrounding them had changed. Whether the change had taken place within the forest, within Erelith itself, or within those gathered beside the fire, none of them could yet have answered. Perhaps there was no difference anymore.

For a long while, they remained where they were, listening not only to the sounds around them but also to the quiet thoughts that each carried alone. The path revealed in the darkness no longer belonged only to memory or prophecy. It existed now. Somewhere beyond the reach of the firelight, it waited, silent and patient, knowing with far greater certainty than they did that sooner or later every one of the chosen would be forced to follow it.

The wind had returned, yet it no longer sounded the way it had only hours before. Once it had been little more than the quiet voice of the forest, something that drifted unnoticed between the trees while the campfire claimed every thought. Now it was impossible to ignore. It moved with quiet purpose, threading its way through the clearing as though it carried echoes from places beyond the reach of sight. Even the flames seemed to listen to it before daring to rise.

The chosen still sat around the fire, but something invisible had shifted between them. The circle remained unbroken, yet it no longer felt whole. They had shared the same fire, the same silence, and the same impossible vision, but each of them had carried those moments away differently, and the distance between their thoughts had become far greater than the few steps separating them around the camp.

Zarek sat leaning forward, his elbows resting upon his knees, while his eyes remained fixed on the ground before him. There was no defeat in his posture. He looked like a man still listening to something that had not yet finished speaking. Nearby, Lavir remained perfectly upright. The radiance beneath his skin had faded, yet a pale glow still lingered around him like the last untouched snow reflecting a dawn that had not yet arrived. Gadrin sat without movement, though his sword rested close enough that his hand could reach it in an instant. His eyes wandered patiently around the edge of the forest, never hurried, never uncertain, measuring every shadow with the quiet discipline of someone who had survived by noticing what others overlooked.

Melian's fingers remained wrapped around the edge of his cloak. His head was tilted only slightly, but enough to suggest that part of him was still listening for the melody that had fallen silent. Across the fire, Windar stared steadily into the flames without truly seeing them. His gaze seemed to pass through the firelight itself, following lines invisible to everyone else, as though the answers he sought had been written somewhere beyond the burning wood. Beside him, Othel remained upon one knee, both palms resting lightly against the earth. He did not resemble a man at prayer. He looked like someone listening to a voice carried not by air, but by stone itself.

Veln had chosen a place a little apart from the others, though never so far that he stood outside the gathering. Calmness surrounded him, but it was not the calm of rest. It was the stillness of someone waiting for a moment he already knew was approaching. His eyes rested somewhere between the fire and the forest, fixed upon a place where the present itself seemed uncertain whether it belonged to memory or to what had yet to come. Sevor sat in silence not far from him, wrapped in shadows that now appeared perfectly ordinary, yet after what they had witnessed, no one could be certain that anything surrounding him would ever again be entirely ordinary.

Daren, chosen by Mirevan, had long since turned his attention away from the camp. His eyes wandered among the trees as though the forest had already begun speaking to him in a language older than words. Only Ailo continued watching the compass resting in both hands. The needle had never quite settled since the path had revealed itself, and every faint tremor seemed to draw his thoughts further away from the fire. Arlo remained beside him, close enough to offer comfort without ever reaching for him. Throughout the long conversation, he had spoken almost nothing, not because his mind had been empty, but because he understood that there are moments when words become smaller than silence. He listened, as a man listens to a language he has never learned, yet somehow understands deep within his bones.

The fire continued to crackle softly between them. Of everything that had changed during the night, it remained the only sound that still belonged to the world they had known before. The flames rose and fell with quiet patience, yet no one around them believed any longer that they were merely watching burning wood. They had become witnesses to something far greater, and even the fire seemed to understand that silence carried more truth than words.

It was Lavir who finally broke that silence. His eyes never left the flames as he spoke, his voice calm enough that it blended almost naturally with the whisper of the wind. "We can't remain here." No one questioned him. Gadrin answered with nothing more than a slow nod before quietly adding, "If that mark is a path, we won't be the only ones who find it." Windar lifted his gaze from the fire, the reflection of the flames lingering in his eyes without ever reaching them. "It isn't only a path," he said. "It's an invitation, and invitations are always answered... whether we welcome those who answer them or not." Zarek slowly raised his head, as though the words merely confirmed what he had already known. "Then we move before the wind changes again." Melian closed his eyes for a single heartbeat, listening to the melody that still echoed somewhere beyond hearing. "It won't wait." Othel quietly withdrew his hands from the earth beneath him and looked toward the forest with the solemn certainty of someone who had already heard the answer long before the question was asked. "No," he murmured. "It has already begun moving." Sevor allowed his eyes to drift from one chosen to another before speaking in the same calm voice that never betrayed surprise. "Then we are no longer a camp." His gaze settled upon the darkness beyond the fire. "We have become a trace." The words lingered among them without anyone attempting to challenge them. Ailo lowered his eyes once more to the compass resting in his hands, watching the trembling needle with quiet concentration before softly saying, "It still shows the way." No one asked in which direction. They no longer needed to. The answer had already divided itself before their eyes.

Almost without noticing who had moved first, they rose from the ground one after another, not in response to an order, nor because courage had suddenly found them, but because remaining where they were had become more dangerous than whatever awaited beyond the light of the fire. The movement spread naturally through the gathering like the wind passing through tall grass. Zarek was already standing when Lavir stepped beside him, the pale radiance beneath his skin shimmering almost imperceptibly in the darkness. Gadrin gathered his weapons with the same steady confidence that had followed him through countless battles, while Melian rose so quietly that he seemed to become part of the silence itself. Othel left the earth reluctantly, as though breaking a conversation that had not yet reached its end, and Windar lingered beside the dying flames for one last moment before finally turning away. Nearby, Veln stood with the calm inevitability that always surrounded him, neither hurried nor hesitant. At the same time, Sevor moved with such effortless silence that even the shadows seemed to make room for him. Daren's attention had never truly left the forest, and when he finally stepped forward, it felt less like a decision than a return to somewhere he had always belonged. Ailo closed his fingers more firmly around the compass before rising, and Arlo quietly joined him without a word, their familiar understanding requiring no explanation.

The circle around the campfire dissolved almost without anyone realizing it. Where moments before there had been a single gathering, two quiet currents now began to form, each drawn toward a different destiny. Lavir instinctively found his place beside Melian, while Othel and Daren moved toward them with the quiet certainty of people following something older than thought. Ailo stepped into their company, Arlo remaining close at his side as naturally as he always had. Across the clearing, Zarek turned toward the darker edge of the forest, and Sevor fell into place beside him without hesitation. Veln remained between the two groups for only a brief moment, his eyes resting upon both paths as though measuring the distance between past and future before finally joining Windar. Gadrin stood alone for the space of a single breath, his gaze traveling from one company to the other until he found the place where he could watch over them both. No one spoke. There was nothing left to decide.

The fire remained where it was, burning quietly between the two newly formed companies like the final memory of the road they had shared. Then, without ceremony or farewell, they departed, not as one company divided, but as two journeys born from the very same moment. The forest accepted the first of their footsteps without a whisper, and the darkness closed gently behind them as though it had been waiting for their arrival since long before any of them had ever known the name of Erelith.

The campfire slowly disappeared behind them, its fading glow shrinking between the trees until it resembled little more than a solitary eye watching from the darkness. It no longer seemed to follow their movements, nor did it call them back. Instead, it remained where it had always belonged, quietly guarding the place where their single journey had come to an end, and two new paths had begun. No one hurried away from it. Every step was measured, almost reverent, as though the forest itself demanded that they enter with care. It felt as if one careless movement might disturb something far older than any of them had ever imagined.

The edge of the forest welcomed them with deep shadows that carried neither comfort nor threat. Ancient trunks stood close together, rising silently toward the unseen sky like witnesses who had watched countless generations pass beneath their branches without ever speaking of what they had seen. At first, they still walked together, their line stretching naturally between the trees, yet small spaces gradually appeared between them. No one consciously created those distances. They emerged on their own because each of the chosen had begun listening to a different voice carried by the night.

Even their footsteps no longer shared the same rhythm. Boots pressed softly into damp earth, yet each pair seemed to follow its own quiet cadence, while every breath found a different pace. Ailo walked with the compass resting securely in both hands, though he no longer watched it constantly. His eyes wandered from the faint trail beneath his feet to the darkness waiting ahead before returning once more to the trembling needle, as though he had not yet decided whether greater truth belonged to the road before him or to the ancient relic guiding it. Beside him, Arlo remained silent. He paid little attention to the forest surrounding them or even to the others. Instead, he listened to Ailo's breathing, sensing every subtle change with the quiet awareness that exists only between companions who have walked together for a very long time.

A short distance ahead, Zarek moved through the trees with patient confidence, never attempting to lead the company, yet never allowing the forest to escape his notice. His eyes traveled endlessly between the branches above, the earth beneath his feet, and the unseen currents moving through the air. The wind had not spoken again since they had left the camp, but he carried the unshakable feeling that it would not remain silent forever. Nearby, Lavir walked with the same calm dignity that had always surrounded him. The pale radiance beneath his skin had faded almost entirely, yet a faint shimmer still lingered around him like the last memory of winter light resting upon untouched snow. Melian followed only a few steps behind, though there was something strangely different about the way he moved. His footsteps seemed less concerned with the earth beneath them than with something hidden far below its surface, as though every step allowed him to hear another distant note within the melody that refused to leave him.

Othel walked with empty hands, yet from time to time his fingers moved almost unconsciously, tracing shapes through the air as though they still rested upon unseen stone. Sevor never lowered his gaze toward the path before him. Instead, he watched the shifting shadows cast between the trees with unwavering attention, studying them as though they carried a language only he had learned to understand. Beside him, Veln remained characteristically silent. He walked close enough to Windar that neither needed to seek the other, yet no words passed between them. Veln's attention never seemed entirely anchored within the present. His eyes lingered upon moments that had not yet arrived, measuring distances invisible to everyone else as though time itself had become another path winding through the forest.

Gadrin kept to the outer edge of the company, allowing the others to move ahead while he watched the darkness they left behind. His task was not to guide the journey forward but to ensure that nothing unseen chose to follow in their footsteps. Of them all, Daren blended most naturally into the forest. He walked with such quiet certainty that it no longer felt as though he was passing through the trees. Instead, the forest seemed to bend gently around him, welcoming one of its own home. For a very long time, no one spoke. The silence between them was no longer empty. It had become another companion walking beside them, carrying questions that none of them yet possessed the courage to ask aloud.

For a long while, no one disturbed the silence. It no longer weighed upon them as it had beside the campfire. Instead, it walked with them, patient and almost comforting, allowing each of the chosen to follow thoughts that could not yet be shared. Eventually, it was Windar who gave those thoughts a voice. Without slowing his pace, he looked ahead between the trees and quietly said, "We can't continue like this forever." The words lingered among them until Lavir turned his head slightly. "As one company?" he asked. Windar gave a slow nod. "As one mind." A faint smile touched Zarek's face before disappearing as quickly as it had come. "Thoughts have always parted long before roads do." Melian lowered his gaze toward the earth beneath his feet, listening to something only he could hear before softly adding, "The roads divide because the thoughts already have." Othel remained silent for a while before speaking with quiet concern. "If they divide at the wrong place..." His fingers tightened slightly before relaxing once more. "...we may never find one another again." Sevor's eyes remained fixed upon the shadows ahead as though the answer had already been waiting there. "That is why we do not separate yet." Gadrin glanced back into the deepening forest behind them before calmly adding, "Not until we know what has chosen to follow us."

Ailo lowered his eyes to the compass once more. The needle continued to tremble, though it no longer favored either direction. It simply refused to become still. He watched it for several moments before quietly saying, "It doesn't like haste." Arlo looked briefly toward the ancient relic before allowing his gaze to settle upon Ailo instead. "Nor does it welcome standing still," he replied. No one answered him directly, yet more than one pair of eyes lingered on him for a moment. Windar drew a slow breath before quietly bringing the conversation to its natural conclusion. "We remain together for as long as we can." His voice carried neither hope nor resignation, only acceptance. "When the time comes, we will not carry one another's footsteps. We will carry the same direction." Zarek nodded thoughtfully. "Then we leave marks behind us." Before anyone else could answer, Daren gently shook his head. "Not marks. The forest dislikes those." Lavir glanced toward him with quiet understanding. "Then we leave memories." Beside them, Veln finally spoke, his voice calm enough to seem almost timeless. "Memories endure long after tracks have disappeared."

Silence returned once more, though it had changed yet again. It no longer felt heavy with uncertainty, nor empty with unanswered questions. It had become the silence of preparation, the quiet stillness that settles over the world just before an unseen current begins carrying everything forward. They continued walking together, their footsteps still following the same narrow path, even though their thoughts had already begun traveling toward different horizons. Behind them, the forest slowly closed around the trail they had followed, branches and shadows weaving together so naturally that it seemed less like trees swaying in the wind and more like a great door quietly sealing itself without anyone ever seeing it move.

As the journey continued, the land itself began to change almost imperceptibly. The soft forest floor gradually gave way to firmer ground, where roots retreated beneath scattered stone, and the thick carpet of moss grew thinner with every step. The rhythm of their footsteps changed with it. The whisper of earth beneath leather slowly became the muted echo of boots meeting weathered rock. Zarek was the first to notice the difference. He slowed only slightly before looking ahead. "The terrain is changing." Daren studied the trees surrounding them before giving a quiet nod. "The forest is letting us go."

The trunks slowly drew farther apart until the woodland opened before them, revealing a broad rocky slope descending through the landscape like the bed of an ancient river long since turned to stone. Nothing about it appeared gentle. Sharp edges and fractured surfaces caught the pale morning light as though the earth itself had once been broken there and had never truly healed. Somewhere below, hidden beyond the rocks, came the steady sound of flowing water. It was neither loud nor urgent, only constant, its clear voice weaving quietly through the silence that surrounded them. Almost without speaking, the chosen slowed to a halt at the edge of the slope, each of them studying the unfamiliar landscape before them, aware that they had crossed more than the boundary between forest and stone. With every step, the world behind them was beginning to feel just a little farther away.

The river spread quietly below them, broad enough to command respect yet shallow enough that every pale stone beneath its surface remained clearly visible. Crystal-clear water slipped effortlessly around smooth rocks polished by countless seasons, never hurrying, never hesitating, following a course it had carved long before any of the chosen had taken their first breath. For a while, no one spoke. They watched the current moving steadily through the valley, each of them sensing that it was more than a river. It felt like another answer waiting to be understood.

Ailo lowered his eyes to the compass. The needle trembled gently before settling toward the same course followed by the flowing water. He lifted his gaze from the relic to the river and quietly said, "It follows the same direction." Windar stepped forward without haste and crouched near the edge of the slope. Picking up a loose stone, he allowed it to slip from his fingers. They watched it bounce from one rock to another before finally coming to rest farther below. Windar followed its path for a moment before rising again. "This isn't an obstacle," he said thoughtfully. "It's a choice." Gadrin measured the descent with the calm eyes of a man who had crossed dangerous ground more times than he could remember. "We can descend in a single line," he observed, "but we won't remain in that order for long." Zarek allowed his gaze to travel from the slope to the river below before quietly adding, "If one of us falls, every one of us stops." Othel remained motionless, listening not to the water but to something hidden beneath it. Closing his eyes for only a brief moment, he rested his attention upon the ground itself before softly saying, "A river is never only water. It's a boundary." Sevor never looked toward the slope at all. His eyes remained fixed upon the current disappearing into the distance. "And beyond every boundary," he murmured, "someone is already waiting."

The words drifted away with the sound of the water, leaving the company silent once more. Lavir studied the rocky descent before letting his gaze move slowly across the faces surrounding him. Nothing in his expression suggested fear, only quiet understanding. "At this point," he said, "remaining one company is no longer our strength." He paused briefly before finishing the thought. "It has become our hesitation." Melian listened to the river for several heartbeats before answering with the same calm certainty that always accompanied the melodies only he could hear. "A single note cannot exist in two harmonies at once." Windar slowly straightened, allowing his eyes to meet each of theirs in turn. There was no command in his voice, no attempt to persuade anyone. He merely spoke aloud what had already taken root within every one of them. "The slope will lead us to the river," he said quietly. "The river will lead us apart."

Ailo looked once more at the compass. The needle quivered uncertainly before hesitating between two directions, as though even the ancient relic understood that the moment it had long foretold had finally arrived. Arlo watched the movement in silence before lifting his eyes toward the descent ahead. "We cannot leave this place as one," he said. Gadrin slowly released a long breath, never taking his eyes from the valley below. "Then we are no longer a single movement." Zarek gave a quiet nod. "No," he replied. "From here, there are two."

A gentle wind drifted across the rocky slope, carrying with it the cool scent of flowing water. It was neither strong nor cold, yet every one of them felt it pass between them as though the valley itself had acknowledged the choice already made. Without another word, they began to shift almost instinctively toward opposite sides of the descent. No one announced the companies. No one called the names they had chosen beside the fire. There was no need. The separation unfolded naturally, as quietly as water finding two channels through the same riverbed.

The solid ground beneath their feet ended abruptly where the hillside broke away toward the river. Loose stones shifted beneath every careful step, sliding and settling again before accepting their weight. The descent demanded patience. Every foothold had to be chosen. Every movement carried consequences. Below them, the river continued its endless journey, flowing around stone after stone with quiet determination, never resting, never turning back, as though it had always known that sooner or later the chosen would stand upon its banks and discover that their own path could no longer remain a single one.

Gadrin was the first to begin the descent. He did not move with the speed of a younger warrior, nor did he attempt to. Every step was deliberate. Before trusting his full weight to the loose stones beneath him, he tested each foothold carefully, allowing the hillside to answer before committing himself to the next movement. Patience had carried him through more dangers than haste ever could.

A short distance behind him, Lavir followed with surprising ease. His movements possessed a quiet grace that seemed almost untouched by the uncertainty of the rocky slope, as though light itself required less balance than flesh and bone. Melian descended more slowly, yet his attention never truly rested upon the stones beneath his boots. His head remained slightly tilted, listening to the world around him with the same quiet concentration that had accompanied him since the melody first found him. Othel stayed close without crowding him, watching both the uneven ground and his companion with equal care, prepared to steady him should the hillside decide to betray an unwary step. Ailo made his way downward with the compass held securely in one hand while the other remained free to keep his balance whenever the loose stones shifted beneath him. Arlo followed only a pace behind, never reaching out, yet always close enough that a single movement would have been enough had Ailo needed him.

The others found their own rhythm upon the descent. Zarek moved lightly across the broken slope, allowing his weight to flow naturally from one foothold to the next without ever taking his eyes from the opposite bank of the river below. Sevor followed almost soundlessly, passing from stone to stone with such quiet precision that even the loose gravel seemed unwilling to betray his presence. Windar descended without haste, studying the valley as much as the ground beneath his feet, while Veln walked beside him, his attention drawn less to the descent than to the river winding patiently through it. Daren came among the last, yet no stone seemed to shift beneath him. It was almost as though the hillside itself recognized his footsteps and chose to hold them rather than let them slip.

One by one, they reached the foot of the slope, where the river stretched quietly before them. From above, it had appeared calm, almost inviting, yet standing upon its bank revealed another truth. The water flowed with remarkable clarity, every pale stone beneath its surface visible through the current, but nothing about the river was simple. Smooth rocks rose unexpectedly from beneath the water, their worn surfaces gleaming beneath the moving current, while sharper stones broke the flow into countless narrow streams that crossed and rejoined one another before continuing downstream. Even the current refused to travel in a single straight course. It drifted diagonally across the riverbed, twisting gently between the rocks as though following paths invisible to the eye.

Ailo lowered his gaze to the compass once more. The trembling needle no longer hesitated. It pointed steadily across the river toward the opposite bank, its silent certainty standing in quiet contrast to the restless water before them. Lavir studied the current for several long moments before speaking. "It takes." His voice was thoughtful rather than fearful, as though he had recognized something hidden within the river itself. 

Zarek followed the movement of the water until his eyes settled upon the far bank. "And it reveals," he replied quietly. "Anyone who walks beside the river can be seen long before they ever reach it." The words faded into the sound of flowing water, and for a while no one answered. They stood upon the riverbank, watching the current weave patiently around the stones, each of them understanding that crossing the water would not merely carry them to the opposite shore. It would carry them farther away from the world they had left behind, into a land where even the rivers seemed to choose who was willing to follow them.

Gadrin stood quietly for a long moment, his eyes moving from the opposite bank to the current flowing between the rocks before finally resting upon the water itself. He watched the river as though it were revealing an answer that had nothing to do with its depth or its speed. Only after that silence had settled around them did he quietly speak. "Crossing will slow us down... but it will take us straight." The current continued slipping around the pale stones without changing its pace. Sevor followed its movement with thoughtful eyes before adding, "Whoever walks beside the river leaves no footprints upon the water." Windar let his gaze travel from one bank to the other, weighing both possibilities without favoring either. "One company crosses," he said quietly. "The other follows the current. The same water... two different roads." No one rushed to answer.

The silence accepted the decision before any of them did. Lavir looked toward Ailo, and nothing more needed to be said. Ailo answered with the slightest nod, his fingers tightening almost unconsciously around the compass. Across the riverbank, Zarek had already turned his attention downstream, following the course of the current as though he had been expecting it to choose for him. Gadrin watched both of them in turn before lowering his eyes to the flowing water between them. Nearby, Arlo never looked at the river at all. His attention remained fixed upon Ailo, and without anyone speaking another word, the moment they had all sensed since the campfire quietly became reality. No declaration was made. No farewell was spoken. The separation began with a single step.

Lavir entered the river first. Cold water curled around his boots before climbing slowly higher, wrapping itself around his legs with surprising strength, yet he never faltered. Melian followed close behind, his breathing steady, his attention resting somewhere beyond the sound of the flowing water. Othel stepped carefully after them, feeling each submerged stone before trusting it with his weight, while Ailo entered the current with the compass still resting securely in his hand. The instant the water touched the ancient relic, the needle shivered violently. For the briefest heartbeat, it seemed as though something beneath the river answered its call, sending a living pulse through the metal and into Ailo's hand. He instinctively tightened his grip but never looked away from the opposite bank. Arlo stepped into the current behind him, remaining close enough to help if the river demanded it, yet never reaching out before he was needed.

On the near bank, Zarek waited only until the others had found their footing before turning downstream. Sevor fell silently into step beside him, his shadow stretching and shifting across the rocks as though it belonged as much to the river as to the man himself. Windar followed a few paces behind, his eyes already searching the unseen distance ahead, while Veln walked beside him with the same quiet composure he had carried throughout the journey. For a fleeting moment, it became impossible to tell whether he was matching his pace to the flowing water or whether the river itself had begun moving in time with his footsteps. Only Gadrin remained where he was.

For a long while, he watched the company making its careful way through the river. Then his gaze shifted toward those preparing to follow the current into the unknown. Nothing in his expression betrayed doubt. He stood between the two paths for one final heartbeat, honoring the journey they had shared before quietly turning toward the river's course. Without a word, he walked after the others.

The river continued its endless passage through the valley, flowing over stone after stone with the same quiet certainty it had carried for ages beyond memory. It neither celebrated nor mourned the choice that had just been made. Yet as its waters slipped between the two companies now traveling toward different horizons, it carried with it the final trace of the single path they had once shared, leaving behind not one journey, but two destinies bound forever by the same current.
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Water Remembers

The river was not cold. It was alive. Clear water curled tirelessly around weathered stones, slipping between them with quiet determination as though it had spent centuries learning every hollow, every crack, and every hidden path beneath the surface. It pressed gently against their legs, searching for uncertain footing instead of overpowering it, testing patience rather than strength. Every step demanded complete attention. The current never fought them openly. Instead, it invited the smallest mistake, waiting patiently for balance to falter.

Somewhere farther upstream, a fish briefly broke the surface before vanishing beneath the shimmering water again. The sound was little more than a soft splash, ordinary enough to belong to any river, yet more than one of the chosen instinctively lifted their eyes. Nothing followed. Only the endless murmur of flowing water remained, weaving through the valley as though the river itself were whispering stories too old for human voices.

Lavir entered the current first. Water separated around his legs with surprising gentleness, gliding past without the restless splashing that surrounded the others. It almost seemed reluctant to disturb him, yielding quietly as though it recognized the light still resting beneath his skin. The pale radiance had faded since the campfire. Yet, traces of it continued to shimmer beneath the moving water, turning every ripple into a fleeting reflection before the current carried it away.

Melian followed only a few steps behind, his arms slightly outstretched to steady himself whenever the river shifted beneath his feet. His breathing remained calm and measured, but his attention reached beyond the water surrounding him. From time to time, his head tilted ever so slightly, listening not merely to the current but to something hidden within its endless rhythm, as though every ripple carried another fragment of the melody that had haunted him since the night before.

Othel moved carefully behind him, allowing each foot to search for solid ground before trusting it with his weight. More than once, he paused without explanation, standing perfectly still while the current flowed around him. He was not resting. He was listening. His eyes remained half closed, and his fingertips drifted briefly through the water as though it carried memories invisible to everyone else.

Daren crossed the river with the quiet confidence of someone who had spent a lifetime reading landscapes that others barely noticed. His feet found secure stones almost effortlessly, never hesitating, never slipping. Watching him, it became difficult to decide whether he was choosing the safest path or whether the river itself was quietly revealing it to him.

Near the center of the crossing, Ailo kept the compass steady in one hand while the current pressed insistently against his legs. The needle refused to settle. Instead, it trembled in small, restless movements that seemed strangely out of rhythm with the flowing water, as though answering something deeper than the river itself. He noticed every vibration but kept the discovery to himself. Some answers felt too fragile to become words before they were understood.
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