

    
        
          Vorath, The World Hunter

        

        
        
          Brinda Phokeerdass

        

        
          Published by Keshav Kumar Phokeerdass, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      VORATH, THE WORLD HUNTER

    

    
      First edition. May 29, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235583894

    

    
    
      Written by Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1 – The Silent Valley

Chapter 2 – The Arrival

Chapter 3 – The Selection

Chapter 4 – First Contact

Chapter 5 – Collapse of Heroes

Chapter 6 – The Pattern

Chapter 7 – The Evolution Gap

Chapter 8 – The Perfect Kill Mode

Chapter 9 – The First Hunt

Chapter 10 – The Sacrifice

Chapter 11 – What Comes Next

Chapter 12 – The Weight of Memory

Chapter 13 – The Stranger in the Fields

Chapter 14 – The Weight of a Name

Chapter 15 – The Hunter's Vigil

Chapter 16 – The Vigil Keeper

Chapter 17 – The Offering

Chapter 18 – The Road Home

Chapter 19 – The Vigil Keeper's Promise

Chapter 20 – The Roads Between

Chapter 21 – The Gathering Dark

Chapter 22 – The Passing Years

Chapter 23 – The Vigil Endures

Chapter 24 – The Light That Remains

Chapter 25 – The Endless Vigil

Sign up for Brinda Phokeerdass's Mailing List

Further Reading: Subject Gamma

Also By Brinda Phokeerdass

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To the ones who felt the eyes upon them in the quiet hours, to the dreamers who woke with racing hearts and the unshakable sense of being chosen.
To those who fight not with hope of winning, but with the courage to lose beautifully— this book is for you.
May your final stand be remembered long after the roar fades.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The hunt is not a thing to rush. It is a thing to savor. You have fought well. You have earned more than a quick death." 
— Vorath, to Elyra Voss
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Chapter 1 – The Silent Valley
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The Valley of Final Echoes had stopped breathing.

Elyra Voss noticed it first not with her ears, but with her bones. The air pressure shifted—subtle at first, like the moment before a thunderstorm when the world holds its breath. Then the wind died. Not faded, not weakened, but stopped, mid-gust, as if something had clenched a fist around the throat of the sky.

She straightened slowly, Worldreaver still planted in the cracked obsidian before her, and listened.

Nothing.

No distant rumble of collapsing stone. No cry of carrion birds circling the dead. Even the low hum of residual magic—the kind that always lingered after a cataclysm—had been swallowed whole. The silence wasn't empty. It was attentive. Like a held breath. Like a predator deciding whether to strike.

Elyra wiped blood from her brow with the back of her gauntlet and forced herself to assess the battlefield with the cold precision that had kept her alive through three decades of impossible wars.

The Valley was a graveyard.

Shattered obsidian ridges jutted from the scorched earth like broken ribs, their surfaces still weeping heat. The bodies of titans lay in windrows—creatures that had once been worshipped as gods, now reduced to cooling meat and cracked bones. An elder wyrm the size of a coastal village had folded over itself in death, its scales peeling back to reveal organs that still twitched with residual nerve fire. Farther out, the crater where the Rifttear had torn open the world was now a seeping wound of violet light, slowly sealing but not yet closed.

The Iron Covenant had won.

Elyra let that thought settle. Twenty-seven champions had entered the Rifttear's heart. Twelve had walked out. They had shattered the anchor stones, collapsed the threshold, and sent the outer gods screaming back into the void between voids. The world would not end today.

So why did she feel like she was standing in a tomb?

"Warden."

The voice came from her left. Kaelen Marr, storm mage of the Tempest Crown, limped toward her with a hand pressed to a wound in his side that still sparked with ungrounded lightning. His beard was singed to the root, and one eye had gone milky from feedback burn. He looked ancient now, though he was barely forty.

"It's done," he said, but his voice cracked on the last word. Not from exhaustion. From something else. "Why isn't it done?"

Elyra had no answer. She looked past him at the other survivors. Sera, the shadow assassin, sat with her back against a ridge, cleaning a dagger that didn't need cleaning—her hands wouldn't stop shaking. Old Brenn, the last of the Stone-Singer dwarves, knelt in prayer to a god none of them believed in anymore. And scattered among them, the others: broken armor, hollow eyes, the thousand-yard stare of people who had seen the edge of reality and watched it blink.

They had done the impossible. They should have been celebrating.

Instead, they were waiting.

"What's the head count?" Elyra asked, because counting was easier than feeling.

"Twelve standing," Kaelen said. "Maybe fourteen if the healers can pull those two back from the edge. The rest..." He gestured vaguely at the field. "The rest are scattered."

"Gather them. We need to move before—"

"Before what?" Kaelen's good eye locked onto hers. "Warden, the Rifttear is sealed. The outer gods are gone. There's nothing left to fight."

Elyra opened her mouth to agree. To say something reassuring, something that would steady the survivors and get them marching toward the nearest Covenant outpost. But the words wouldn't come. Because in the space between heartbeats, she heard something that shouldn't have been possible.

Footsteps.

Heavy. Deliberate. Coming from the direction of the mountains—the mountains that had been empty when she scanned them three minutes ago.

She turned.

At the edge of the valley, where the shattered peaks pinched together like closing teeth, the shadows had begun to move wrong. Not shifting with the light—there was no light to shift, the sun had been blotted out by ash and lingering magic—but writhing, as if something was pushing through them from the other side.

Kaelen followed her gaze. His remaining eye widened.

"What in the frozen hells is that?"

Elyra didn't answer. She pulled Worldreaver from the ground—the spear's golden head still crackled with residual Apex energy—and took a single step forward. Her body screamed in protest. The gash above her eye had stopped bleeding but hadn't started healing. Something in her left knee had come loose during the final push. And deep in her chest, where her Warden authority burned like a second heart, the flame had dimmed to embers.

None of that mattered now.

The footsteps grew louder. Closer. Each impact sent faint tremors through the stone, and where the vibrations spread, tiny cracks spiderwebbed outward—not from force alone, but from something else. Something that made the ground want to break.

Then the shadows parted.



Vorath did not emerge from the darkness. It unfolded from it, as if the darkness had been wearing the creature like a cloak and had finally shrugged it off.

Elyra's first thought was that it was too large. Too large to have fit between those peaks, too large to have moved through that shadow, too large to be real. But even as she registered the impossibility, her perception shifted, and the creature seemed to adjust—not shrinking, exactly, but becoming the perfect size for the space it occupied. As if reality itself was redefining its dimensions to accommodate the thing.

Black armor plates covered its body like interlocking shields, each one grown rather than forged, with edges that looked sharp enough to split light. The plates didn't reflect the dim glow of the dying battlefield. They absorbed it, drinking in color and heat until the air around the creature shimmered with cold. Its limbs were long and densely muscled, jointed in ways that suggested both brute strength and terrifying precision. A tail dragged behind it, heavy and segmented, and where its tip scraped the ground, reality cracked—faint lines of orange light bleeding from wounds in the fabric of existence.

But it was the eyes that stopped Elyra's heart.

Molten orange. Not glowing like fire, but flowing like liquid metal, slow and patient and hungry. Those eyes swept across the valley, across the bodies of titans, across the broken champions—and dismissed everything they saw. Not with contempt. With the utter disinterest of something that had already decided there was nothing worth its attention.

Until they found Elyra.

The moment those eyes locked onto her, she felt it. A burning line seared across her vision—invisible to everyone else, but to her, it blazed like a brand plunged into her soul. The Hunt Mark. She knew the name without knowing how she knew it, the way prey knows the shape of the jaws closing around it.

Distance stopped meaning anything. Walls, dimensions, armies—none of it would matter anymore. She was chosen.

And she was going to die.



Kaelen grabbed her arm. His fingers were trembling.

"Warden," he whispered, and his voice had gone high and thin, the voice of a man who had seen the storm at the world's end and had just realized the storm was looking back. "Warden, that's—that's Vorath."

The name hit the survivors like a physical blow. Sera stopped cleaning her dagger. Old Brenn rose from his prayer, stone-dust sifting from his knuckles. The wounded healers looked up with eyes that had gone wide and white.

Elyra had heard the name before. Once. In a dusty archive beneath the Covenant's oldest keep, in a book bound in leather that wasn't from any animal she knew. The text had been fragmented, half-erased, as if the universe itself had tried to forget what it had described. But she remembered the illustration: a shape of darkness and hunger, and beneath it, in a script that predated human writing:

The World Hunter. No prey too great. No hunt too long. All things end. Vorath endures.

She had dismissed it as myth. A story to frighten children, or a metaphor for entropy dressed in teeth and claws.

She had been wrong.

"Back away," Elyra said, her voice steady despite the pounding in her chest. "All of you. Slowly. Do not run. Do not attack. Just—back away."

"But Warden—"

"Now, Kaelen."

The survivors moved. Not smoothly—some stumbled, some froze and had to be dragged—but they moved. All except Elyra. She stood her ground, Worldreaver held low, golden aura flickering around her battered armor like a candle in a hurricane.

Vorath watched her. Only her.

The creature took a step forward. Then another. Its movements were unhurried, almost leisurely, the stroll of something that had never once needed to rush. The Predator Hierarchy Field washed over the battlefield—an invisible wave of pressure that pressed against Elyra's chest, her throat, her will. Strong warriors dropped to their knees. A healer began weeping without knowing why. Even Kaelen, who had stood against a god's psychic scream, staggered and caught himself on a rock.

Elyra held.

Barely.

"You chose wrong," she said, and the words came out as a growl, low and defiant. She raised Worldreaver, letting the golden light flare—not as bright as it should have been, but bright enough to push back the shadows clinging to her edges. "I am Elyra Voss, last Apex Warden of the Iron Covenant. I have killed gods. I have sealed rifts. I have walked the edges of existence and won."

Vorath tilted its head. A small movement. Almost curious.

Then its jaw parted—just slightly, just enough for her to see the rows of teeth rotating inside, grinding against each other with a sound like stones in an avalanche—and it clicked.

Not a word. Not a sound she could translate. But she understood it anyway.

Show me.

The survivors were gone now. Some had retreated to the valley's edge. Some had simply collapsed where they stood, their wills crushed by the Hierarchy Field. Elyra was alone with the World Hunter and the silence and the burning brand on her soul.

She gripped her spear tighter.

And the hunt began.
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Chapter 2 – The Arrival
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The first exchange lasted less than three seconds.

Elyra moved before her mind could catch up—centuries of Warden training firing through limbs that had already decided what to do. She launched forward not in a straight line but at an angle, Worldreaver spinning low to force the creature to track her. The golden spearhead carved a crescent of annihilating light through the space where Vorath's knee should have been.

The creature didn't dodge.

It redirected. Its tail whipped around in a movement too fast for something its size, intercepting the spear's shaft with a clang that sent shockwaves up Elyra's arms. The impact twisted her trajectory, throwing her off balance just long enough for Vorath to take a single step into her guard.

A clawed hand closed around Worldreaver's haft.

Elyra let go.

It was the right call—she knew it even as the spear was torn from her grip and sent spinning into the darkness—because if she had held on, the creature would have pulled her in. Instead, she dropped low, drew the long knife from her hip, and drove it upward into the soft gap beneath Vorath's jaw.

The blade struck armor that wasn't there a heartbeat ago. Black plates flowed like liquid across the creature's throat, sealing the gap before the knife could find flesh. The tip skittered across reinforced bone-steel, leaving a shower of sparks but no wound.

Vorath's head turned slightly. Those molten orange eyes regarded her with something that might have been approval.

Then it backhanded her across the valley.

Elyra felt three ribs crack before she hit the ground. She tumbled across obsidian shards, each bounce sending new explosions of pain through her shoulder, her hip, the knee that had already been failing. She came to rest against the corpse of a titan—something with six arms and a face like a shattered moon—and lay there for a single, humiliating moment, gasping for air that tasted like blood.

Get up.

She got up.

Worldreaver lay fifty feet away, its golden light dimming. The long knife was still in her hand, though the blade had warped from whatever the creature's armor was made of. Not that it mattered. She had just learned something valuable: Vorath's plates weren't static. They moved. They anticipated. They grew where they were needed before the blow even landed.

Adaptive armor. She had seen similar things before—enchanted scale mail, living carapaces, even a creature from the Deep Rifts that could shift its hide to match any damage type. But never this fast. Never this efficient.

Vorath hadn't moved from where she'd left it. It stood in the center of the valley, head tilted slightly, watching her struggle to her feet. The tail dragged lazy circles in the ash, each pass leaving those glowing fractures in reality—fractures that didn't heal, didn't close, just lingered like cuts in skin.

The other survivors had scattered. Elyra spotted Kaelen behind a ridge to her left, his hands crackling with half-formed lightning that he seemed afraid to release. Sera had vanished entirely—probably into the shadows where she belonged. Old Brenn had planted himself on a high outcropping, his stone-singer's hammer raised, though his hands were shaking.

None of them moved to help.

Elyra didn't blame them.



"Listen to me," she called out, not taking her eyes off Vorath. "All of you. Whatever you're thinking of doing—don't. This isn't a fight you can win."

Kaelen's voice came back, thin and strained. "Then what is it, Warden?"

Elyra had no answer. Because she was starting to understand.

Vorath hadn't killed her yet. It had disarmed her, sure. It had broken her ribs and sent her flying. But that backhand had been precise—enough force to hurt, not enough to kill. The creature was toying with her. No. Not toying. Measuring.

She thought of the way it had watched the other survivors. Dismissed them. The way its eyes had skipped over titan corpses and legendary weapons like they were scenery. The way it had clicked at her, a sound that felt almost like communication.

Show me.

It wanted to see what she could do.

The realization settled into her chest alongside the pain. This wasn't a battle. This was an audition. Vorath had come to the Valley of Final Echoes not because of the Rifttear or the outer gods or any of the cataclysmic events that had drawn the Iron Covenant here. It had come because something—someone—had performed a feat worthy of its attention.

And Elyra had performed the loudest.

"Warden, we need to fall back." Kaelen again, his voice urgent now. "We can regroup at the eastern pass, set up a kill box—"

"There is no kill box." She said it quietly, but the words carried. "There's no regroup. There's no strategy. There's only running or dying, and I'm not sure running is an option anymore."

Vorath took a step forward.

Then another.

Its pace was still unhurried, but something had changed. The air around it grew heavier, pressing down like a physical weight. Elyra's remaining aura flickered and dimmed. Behind her, she heard someone cry out—one of the wounded healers, a woman named Mira who had sealed the Rifttear's edges with her own lifeblood. Mira had been stable a moment ago. Now she was screaming about shadows in her head, about teeth.

The Predator Hierarchy Field. It wasn't just fear. It was compulsion—a psychic pressure that told every nervous system in range the same thing: prey. submit. die.

Elyra forced herself to stand straight, to meet those molten eyes without flinching. Every instinct she had was screaming at her to run, to hide, to curl into a ball and beg. She ignored them. The Warden authority in her chest might be dim, but it wasn't dead. And as long as it burned, she would not kneel.

"You want a show?" she muttered, bending slowly to pick up a fallen sword—not hers, some champion's blade, still humming with residual enchantment. "Fine. But you're not going to like the finale."



She attacked again.

This time she didn't go for power. Power was useless—she had seen how Vorath absorbed the Rifttear's backlash, how it redirected energy like a river accepting rain. Instead, she went for speed. Relentless, unpredictable, overwhelming speed.

The sword became a blur. She struck at joints, at eyes, at the places where armor plates might have gaps. She feinted high and cut low. She spun left, reversed right, stabbed upward from a crouch. Each blow was a question: what happens if I do this?

And Vorath answered.

Its plates shifted like a school of fish, flowing to meet every strike. When she aimed for its knee, armor thickened there. When she slashed at its throat, the plates climbed higher. When she tried a desperate thrust at its eye—the eye, the only soft thing she could see—the creature simply closed that eye, and a nictitating membrane of black scales slid into place, harder than the rest of its body.

Nothing worked.

But Elyra wasn't trying to land a hit anymore. She was watching.

The armor moved, yes. But it moved in patterns. Not random shifts—strategic ones. The plates prioritized certain areas over others. The throat, the joints, the eyes. Less protection on the lower back, the inside of the legs, the spaces between its digits. And when she struck those less-protected areas, Vorath's body language changed. A slight flinch. A micro-adjustment of its stance.

It could feel those strikes. Maybe not pain—she doubted it felt pain the way she did—but something. Discomfort. Annoyance. The predator's equivalent of a fly buzzing at its ear.

She filed that away and kept fighting.

"You're not helping!"

Kaelen's voice, ragged with frustration. She risked a glance and saw him standing at the ridge's edge, lightning arcing between his fingers. His good eye was wild, desperate. Behind him, Sera had materialized from shadow, daggers drawn, her face pale as milk.

"Stay back!" Elyra shouted.

Too late.

Kaelen threw everything he had left. A bolt of cataclysmic lightning—the same kind that had shattered the Rifttear's outer defenses—crackled from his palms and struck Vorath square in the back.

For a moment, the creature glowed. Blue-white electricity crawled across its plates, illuminating every ridge and crevice. Kaelen's face lit with desperate hope.

Then Vorath's armor changed.

Dark channels spread across its back like veins, redirecting the lightning into the ground. The earth around the creature's feet crackled and smoked, absorbing the strike harmlessly. Vorath didn't even turn around. Its tail lashed once, almost casually, and a shockwave of displaced air slammed into Kaelen, lifting him off his feet and hurling him into a ridge.

He landed in a heap and didn't move.

"Kaelen!" Sera screamed, and then she was moving—faster than Elyra could track, blurring through shadows that shouldn't have existed this far from twilight. The assassin reappeared behind Vorath's head, both daggers plunging toward the base of its skull.

Vorath's skull split.

Plates parted, revealing layered bone structures beneath—not vulnerable, not exposed, but reconfigured. The daggers struck something that rang like tempered steel and skittered away. Sera had a fraction of a second to register her failure before Vorath's tail wrapped around her waist and squeezed.

Elyra heard the assassin's spine crack.

The tail released, and Sera fell—limp, broken, but still breathing. Vorath didn't finish her. It didn't need to. The message was clear: your friends are irrelevant. focus on me.

Elyra stood alone again, sword raised, blood dripping from a dozen small cuts she didn't remember getting.

Vorath turned to face her fully. Those molten eyes burned brighter now, reflecting something that might have been interest. The creature's jaw parted—just slightly, just enough to show those rotating teeth—and it clicked again.

Faster this time. More urgent.

Show me more.



Elyra threw the sword aside.

It clattered across the obsidian, its enchantments already fading, and she didn't watch it go. She reached deep into her chest instead, past the cracked ribs and the failing knee and the exhaustion that sat on her like a mountain, and she found the Warden authority.

It was small now. Dim. The Rifttear's sealing had cost her almost everything—years of stored power, lifetimes of accumulated essence. But there was still something there. A coal buried in ash. A single ember that refused to die.

She pulled on it.

Golden light flickered around her hands. Weak. Flickering. Nothing like the blazing inferno that had once made her the terror of outer gods and elder wyrms. But it was there.

"Last chance," she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Walk away. Find something else to hunt. I've got nothing left worth taking."

Vorath stared at her.

Then its tail stopped dragging. Its claws curled. Its body lowered—not into a crouch, exactly, but into something more focused. More serious. The casual disinterest was gone. In its place was something that looked almost like anticipation.

Elyra realized, with a cold certainty that settled into her cracked ribs like ice, that she had just made a terrible mistake.

She had shown it her limit.

And Vorath was done waiting.

The creature lunged. Not the slow, deliberate steps from before—a true charge, ground-devouring, closing the distance between them in the space between heartbeats. Elyra threw up her hands, releasing the golden light in a desperate burst—not an attack, a shield, a wall of compressed authority that had stopped god-killing blows before.

Vorath hit it like a battering ram.

The shield held for one second. Two. Then cracks spiderwebbed across its surface, and the creature's claws punched through, closing around Elyra's throat.

She flew backward. Not from the impact—from being carried. Vorath lifted her off the ground and kept moving, slamming her into a ridge so hard the stone shattered around her. She gasped, choked, clawed at the hand around her neck. The creature's grip was precise—enough pressure to hold, not enough to crush. It held her there, pinned against the crumbling stone, and leaned close.

Close enough to smell. Ozone and old blood and something else—something that reminded her of tombs, of extinction, of the silence after the last heartbeat.

Those molten eyes filled her vision.

Vorath's jaw parted wider. The teeth inside rotated faster, grinding with that awful stone-crushing sound.

And then it spoke.

Not with words. With a sound that bypassed her ears entirely and resonated directly in her skull. A single concept, compressed into a vibration that shook her teeth and blurred her vision.

Run.

Elyra didn't run.

She reached up with her free hand—the one not clawing uselessly at the creature's grip—and grabbed the edge of Vorath's jaw. Her golden light flared one last time, not as a shield or a weapon, but as something smaller. Something meaner.

She channeled every scrap of remaining authority into her palm and pushed.

The heat was instant and agonizing. Her own power cooked her flesh as it forced its way between Vorath's armored plates. She felt the creature's grip loosen—not from pain, but from surprise. For a fraction of a second, Vorath didn't know how to respond.

It was enough.

Elyra wrenched herself free, dropping to the ground in a heap. She rolled, came up with a handful of obsidian shards, and threw them not at Vorath but at the glowing fractures its tail had left in the air. The shards passed through those reality-cracks and vanished—and for a moment, just a moment, the fractures pulsed and destabilized.

Vorath's tail lashed, sealing them.

But the creature paused. Those molten eyes flicked to the fractures, then back to Elyra. Its head tilted again—curious, assessing.

She had done something unexpected. Something outside the patterns it had been cataloging.

It wasn't enough to win. It wasn't even enough to hurt.

But it was enough to make Vorath wonder.

The creature took a single step back. Not retreating—reevaluating. Its plates resettled into their original configuration. Its tail resumed its lazy dragging. The casual disinterest returned to its posture, but Elyra could see the difference now. The watchfulness behind those eyes had sharpened.

The hunt wasn't over.

It was just getting interesting.

"Warden." Kaelen's voice, weak and bloody, from somewhere to her left. "Warden, what do we do?"

Elyra spat blood onto the cracked stone and forced herself to stand. Her hand was a ruined mess—burned, blistering, barely functional. Her knee had given up entirely. Her chest felt like someone had poured broken glass into her lungs.

But she stood.

"We run," she said quietly. "We run, and we pray it doesn't follow."

Behind her, Vorath clicked one final time—soft, almost amused.

Too late.
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Chapter 3 – The Selection
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The word echoed in Elyra's skull long after the sound faded.

Too late.

She wanted to laugh. Wanted to scream. Wanted to do anything other than stand here, broken and burning, while the creature that had just thrown her into a mountain watched her with those patient, molten eyes. But her body had stopped listening to her commands. Her legs trembled. Her ruined hand hung at her side, flesh smoking faintly from the authority she had channeled through it. Every breath was a knife between her ribs.

Too late to run. Too late to fight. Too late to do anything except exist in the space Vorath had decided to let her occupy.

The survivors were moving.

She heard them before she saw them—scraping boots on obsidian, whispered arguments, the wet rasp of someone dragging a wounded comrade toward the valley's edge. Kaelen was on his feet again, though his left arm hung at a wrong angle and his face had gone the color of old cheese. He had one hand on Sera's collar, pulling her away from the spot where Vorath had dropped her. The assassin's eyes were open but blank—conscious, barely, but something behind them had shattered.

Old Brenn stood frozen on his outcropping, hammer raised, tears cutting tracks through the ash on his cheeks. He wasn't frozen by fear. He was frozen by understanding. The dwarves had old songs about Vorath, older than the Iron Covenant, older than human memory. Songs that mothers sang to children who wandered too far from the hold. Songs that ended in silence.

The World Hunter chooses. The World Hunter takes. And nothing that runs ever escapes.

Elyra forced herself to focus. To think. The Warden authority in her chest was barely a whisper now, but her mind was still her own. And her mind was telling her something she didn't want to hear.

Vorath could have killed her.

Not just now—a dozen times in the past few minutes. When it had her by the throat. When it slammed her into the ridge. When it backhanded her across the valley. Every exchange, every blow, had been measured. Controlled. The creature wasn't fighting her. It was sampling her. Like a wine taster rolling vintage across their tongue before deciding whether to swallow or spit.

She was being evaluated.

The thought made her stomach turn. She had spent thirty years becoming the deadliest Warden alive. She had killed gods. She had walked into the Rifttear when no one else would. She had given everything—her youth, her lovers, her chance at a quiet life with a garden and a dog and a front porch that faced the sunrise—all of it offered up on the altar of protection.

And now some thing from beyond the edges of reality was deciding whether she was worth the effort of killing.

"Warden." Kaelen's voice, closer now. He had left Sera with the healers and was limping toward her, his good eye fixed on Vorath with
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