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In the time of cosmic silence, before the first sigh of creation, a resplendent consciousness ignited. Aldara, the Prime Luminary, and favoured daughter of Aniron, Goddess of Creation emerged from the formless void. As the weaver of stars, she spun the cosmic loom, giving life to many worlds of boundless wonder and magic. Thus, her favoured realm of Aldara was brought into existence, a homage to its celestial creator.

Upon this realm, there arose a race of enlightened beings, the Aldarins, who harmonised with the rhythms of the universe. Their wisdom echoed through majestic halls, their magic flowed through radiant streams, and their cities were grand symphonies of stone and starlight. In them, Aldara saw a reflection of her own brilliance. With a heart full of celestial love, Aldara brought forth the Orb of Infinity, an embodiment of the universe's untamed might. As the Orb pulsed at the heart of Aldara, it blessed the Aldarins with unparalleled prosperity and insight, heralding an era of golden enlightenment.

Yet, within this radiant tapestry, a shadow was cast. A Sorcerer named Drauglyn whose heart was steeped in avarice and ambition, craved the Orb's unending power. With his disciples and the summoning of dread magics, he sought to seize the Orb. And in the calamitous war that ensued, the Orb, pure and divine, shattered in a cosmic convulsion rather than yield to corruption. 

The shattered Orb released a maelstrom of raw magic that reduced the grandeur of Aldara to ruins. The Breaking altered the very land and reality itself. Drauglyn, consumed by his own dark ambition, was defeated, and banished into the Shadow Realm by the Shard Bearers who used the remnants of the Orb's magic to forge a barrier to keep him contained.

In the ages that followed the seven shards of the Orb, now vessels of distinct aspects of cosmic power, were scattered across the realm. The surviving Aldarins, filled with regret and sorrow, erected seven temples across the land to safeguard these shards. As ages passed, the Aldarins themselves faded into the annals of time, their existence becoming little more than a whispered legend.

Yet, the Shards of Infinity remain, their dormant power echoing the cosmos' hymn where they lie in wait. Their power a lure for the ambitious...
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1.

THE FESTIVAL
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The festival was underway. Its lively rhythms and joyous laughter echoed across the hilly landscape, bouncing from the thatched roofs of cosy homes to the towering windmill on the village outskirts. It was a celebration of the harvest, a tradition both old and cherished, a time when the village of Arcadia came together as a single harmonious entity. But to Thalen, it was the perfect stage for dreams and tales, and adventure waiting to unfurl.

Thalen, was atop his favourite perch – a branch of a sturdy, ancient oak that commanded a view of the entire village. From here, he could see his fellow villagers gathering in the square, children running with bright ribbons, and the elders setting up long tables laden with the season’s bounty. He looked down at the book he held in his hand, its pages filled with sketches of mythical creatures and fabled lands. He was a storyteller at heart, a dreamer who found joy in the whimsical and the magical, much to the amusement of his fellow villagers.

“Thalen!” a familiar voice called from below. Jaxon, was standing at the base of the tree, shielding his eyes against the sunlight. “Your mother’s looking for you. Come down! I have to get ready for tonight so see you soon.”

“Just a moment longer, Jax!” Thalen replied, lost in his world. Jaxon waited a few moments but when Thalen showed no signs of moving, he sighed and walked off. He had a show to perform. Thalen was too engrossed in tracing the outline of a mythical beast, its form spilling from the edge of the parchment. He imagined it soaring over the Arcadian sky, casting an awe-inspiring shadow over the festival.

He sighed and closed his book. The furthest from home he had ever travelled was to the grove beyond the Range, a trip he’d never dared repeat after the hiding his mother had given him. How was he to know it was forbidden? He longed to see the world and set out on one of the fantastical adventures he’d write or regale his friends with. Looking at the villagers he wondered if they ever thought about venturing beyond. His mother berated him at every opportunity for having such whimsical musings wishing that he’d just stop daydreaming and focus on his job at the lumber mill, and maybe find a girl to marry and settle down with. Glancing at his book he frowned. There was more to the world than just chopping wood and getting merry at the local tavern, there had to be. Movement in the village square caught his eye. A tall man wearing a dark green traveller’s cloak was being accosted by several of the village’s maidens. Drydan, was back from his patrol. He was broad and his swept back shoulder length black hair and piercing green eyes certainly made him a hit with the ladies. He of course was loving every second of their attentions. Thalen chuckled and shook his head at the Protector’s plight. Even Drydan was struggling to fend them off. He placed his book back into his pack and leapt nimbly from the tree. 

“Aha! Forgive me ladies but I must speak with Thalen,” Drydan said loudly as he glanced at Thalen with somewhat pleading eyes. Thalen laughed and walked over to him. The women were crestfallen as the Protector made his excuses, but they quickly moved on to the next available bachelor. The festival made for ample hunting.

“Gods, I thought they were going to eat you alive,” Thalen chided.

“They nearly did! That was just a small group. You should’ve seen the one last night. Where were you by the way?” Drydan asked as he led the way across the square.

Thalen shrugged.

“I had to do a shift at the lumber mill. Jaxon said he needed the night off to practise with the band. Really, he was just trying his luck with Wenda.”

“And did he have any luck with the lovely Wenda?”

Thalen gave his friend a side look and snorted.

“What do you think?”

“Ah, so that would be a resounding no and likely a spectacular failure then,” Drydan chuckled. It was well known that Jaxon, despite his best efforts, had little luck with the fairer sex. In fact, his luck was so bad that several of the lads at the mill would mock him and tell him he was cursed. 

“I hear tonight’s festivities will be a sight to behold. Muskar has dug out his store of fireworks and Ol’ Boi has promised to wheel out his best ale.”

The two walked over to one of the market stalls standing at the square’s edge. A slim girl named Luce was watching over it. Her blonde hair was tied up and her blue eyes were fixed in a frown. 

“What’s up Luce?” Thalen greeted.

“Those ruddy Bosin twins have been on the nick again. Can you find them and crack their thick skulls together for me Drydan?” she replied grumpily.

“No can-do Luce. As of this moment I am officially off duty. Fin is on watch tonight and he’ll be too busy manning the watch tower to deal with those pains.”

Luce scowled at that.

“Well, I’m just letting you know that if I see them, I’ll crack their heads,” she replied, eyeing the club resting against her stall. 

Drydan and Thalen laughed and walked on toward the now raucous tavern. It was only mid-day and already half the village was merry. 

Anor the blacksmith had set up his stall and waved them over.

“Greetings Anor,” Drydan said.

“Just the man I wanted to see. Your sword is ready,” Anor replied. He walked over to a large chest rummaged around inside it and returned holding a sword that took Thalen’s breath away. It was exquisite. 

Drydan took the weapon by the hilt and admired the craftsmanship. He ran a finger down the blade and hefted its weight.

“Why, Anor I think you’ve outdone yourself with this one.”

“Only the best for our brave Protector.”

“Does it have a name?” Thalen enquired. The blacksmith was notorious for slapping ridiculous names onto the weapons he forged.

“Prick,” came the reply.

“Excuse me?” 

“The sword. It’s called Prick.”

Drydan frowned. Thalen laughed.

“What?” Anor exclaimed with annoyance.

“Stick to smithing, Anor and let the naming of such excellent weapons be left to those who wield them,” Drydan said. Anor frowned and was about to protest when Drydan slapped a bag of gold coins into his palm. He took his old sword from off his belt and swapped it with the new one.

“Take this one, Anor,’ he said quickly changing the subject, ‘She’s been a good blade, but perhaps you can use her to make something else.”

With their dealings complete they continued on.

“Where did your patrols take you this time?” Thalen asked, eager to hear of his friends journeying and perhaps get some word from the outside world.

“How about you buy me an ale and I’ll tell you all about it.”

“Deal.”

The building of the Wobbly Wand Inn seemed to mimic its name, leaning slightly to one side as if it too had indulged in one too many pints of its famous Arcadian Ale. They entered the inn and shouldered their way through the patrons packing the place. Getting to the bar was a challenge in itself and only after avoiding several spilled drinks and wildly gesticulating limbs did they reach it relatively dry and unscathed. Thalen ordered them each a pint of ale and tossed the barkeep two bronze pieces. With drinks in hand Drydan led the way to the back where they amazingly found an empty table. The Protector unclipped his sword from his belt and rested it against the wall. They sat down and clinked their tankards together.

“So, on your patrol did you encounter anything exciting?”

Drydan wiped his lips with the back of a gloved hand before replying. “It was pretty uneventful until I reached the borders of The Green.”

The Green was the vast forest that bordered Arcadia to the east and effectively cut the village off from the wider world beyond. For centuries the place had been used as Arcadia’s shield against what dwelled beyond its frontier. 

“I spotted what looked like a small group of travellers moving through the trees. At first, I thought they might be Silvari so I kept my distance as I wanted to see which direction they were headed. After a day of observing them, they turned back east.”

“Who do you think they were?”

“Who can say. Only folks that walk the old roads these days are Silvari, peddlers or brigands.”

Thalen drank a large swig of his ale. He couldn’t help but feel some disappointment. 

“Maybe they were pilgrims?” he offered. 

“Pilgrims? I suppose they could have been. Although if they were looking for the Whispering Grove they were moving in the wrong direction. Why anyone would want to seek that place out can’t be right in the head. I did see Japes on the southern route.”

“Oh?”

Japes was a merchant from the city state of Viridia far to the south. He was a strange sort as he was one of the only traders from those lands to regularly make the long and dangerous journey to Arcadia. He often wore flamboyant clothing, and his foreign accent and easy-going attitude made him something of a peculiarity for the villagers. He was also one of the only sources of news Arcadia ever received. Without his regular visits they would have no knowledge of the outside world. 

“Yeah, he said he was travelling to Arcadia for the festival. He had several mules and two rather grumpy looking Terrakind carrying boxes and crates full of stuff. In fact, he should probably be arriving in town any minute now.”

“Did he have any news?”

Drydan finished off his pint and immediately waved to the barkeep for another. He glanced about before moving his stool closer to the table.

“Now, I don’t tend to believe fairy tales,” he said lowering his voice, “but he said that an Aldarin was spotted heading north on the old Azure Coast Road.”

Thalen sat back on his stool, his eyes wide. 

“An Aldarin,” he cooed. “If it was heading north then wouldn’t that take it here?” he added excitedly.

The Protector gestured for Thalen to keep his voice down as the barkeep arrived at the table and handed Drydan his ale. 

“It’s just a rumour, but I don’t want folks getting wind of it. People will start asking me questions that I don’t have any answers for, and besides it can’t be an Aldarin.”

“Why not?” Thalen asked, struggling to contain his excitement.

“Because they’re all gone. There hasn’t been a sighting for nigh on twenty years in these parts. After the Breaking they scattered to who knows where. Now they’re just myths and rumours. Besides, all they bring with them is bad luck.”

Thalen frowned and finished his ale. He had long wondered about the Aldarin. The stories his mother had told him as a boy had certainly not made them feel like they were nothing more than tales. The way she had told those stories often made him think that somehow, she’d known one. Also called the Goddesses’ chosen folk, the stories said that they were imbued with a portion of her power and capable of impossible feats. Wielders of the Old Magic, powerful and wise was what his mother’s tales had said. Once they had ruled the continent, with their empire reaching every corner of the land. From their city of Aldarin far to the east they had performed works of art and architecture that were able to make a grown man weep with their beauty. At least, that’s what the stories said. 

“Old folk tales are all they are Thalen. I know-,” Drydan said changing the subject, “-how about we have some more ales and then join the Harvest dance. It should be starting in a few hours and I’m sure Elara will be there,” he said with a wink.

Thalen blushed. Did everybody in this cursed village know his like for Elara? She and he had long been friends but as they’d grown older his fondness for her had become a bit more complicated. To him she was like a refreshing wind, someone, heck the only one in Arcadia like himself who dreamed of one day venturing beyond the Green. As children they had often dared one another to enter the forest, but neither of them had the courage to do so. Like he, she had never known her father, it was something they shared, except she had lost both her parents to tragedy. Thalen on the other hand, didn’t know a thing about his father, aside from the rebukes his mother gave him whenever he asked about him.

Drydan waved over the barkeep once more. 

“Ol’ Boi my chum, please bring us more ale. We intend to get drunk this day!”

“As long as you have the coin, I’ll keep the booze a’ comin,” cackled Ol’Boi. The tavern keeper was more than a little eccentric, but he was the heart and soul of Arcadia. Without the Wobbly Wand and its excellent ale the place would be an even more dull place to live. 
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IT WAS EARLY EVENING by the time Thalen and Drydan stumbled out of the tavern. The village square was now illuminated with dozens of large and colourful paper lanterns and flickering torches. Most of the village was gathering and Jaxon’s band were setting up their instruments for the upcoming dance. Thalen waved at his friend. Jaxon held up his fiddle in response. The music would begin very soon. He scanned the crowd and smiled as he spotted a flustered looking Japes. The silver haired trader was wearing a patchworked suit of purples and yellows and his long finely trimmed goatee moustache was as spectacular as always. With him were two of the short and bearded Terrakind who were busily setting up his market stall. 

“I wonder what exotic things Japes has brought with him this time?” Drydan slurred at his side. They walked over to the stall and Japes greeted them with a warm smile.

“Aha, the heroic Protector and the daydreamer,” he greeted in his heavy accent. “Come and see what wonders I have brought with me from fair Viridian.”

He shooed the Terrakind out of the way and skipped around the stall. He bent down and began rummaging through a sack. Drydan and Thalen shared a bemused look. Japes popped back up and placed several curious items onto the stall’s surface. One was a brightly coloured shell that glowed dimly in the fading light. Thalen cooed at the sight. He’d never seen anything like it. 

“Behold, a luminal seashell from the Azure Coast, an ideal gift for a special lady or a convenient night light. Or-” 

He reached down again, and this time placed a large silver feather onto the stall.

“How about a feather from a Celestial of the Skylands. Pick it up Thalen,” Japes said, rubbing his hands together.

Thalen did as instructed and picked up the feather.

“Woah!” he cried as he felt himself begin to slowly float off the ground. He was several feet off the ground when Drydan grabbed his legs to stop him from floating away.

“This is amazing!” Thalen cried. Even his booze addled brain could comprehend that he was in fact levitating!

“How does he get down?” Drydan grunted as he almost lost his grip on Thalen’s ankles. A small crowd of people was forming and pointing at the sight of the floating Thalen.

Japes tapped his chin in thought with a long slender finger.

“You know what? I do not know!” he cackled.

“Try lowering your arm, Thalen.”

They all turned as Elara approached. At seeing her Thalen’s heart fluttered. She was wearing a long flowing white dress decorated with colourful ribbons. Her long brown hair was loose around her shoulders and her blue eyes sparkled with amusement at the predicament her friend found himself in. Thalen followed her advice and lowered his arm, sure enough, he began to descend back to the ground. Once firmly back on terra firma, he handed the feather back to Japes.

“You should put a safety warning on that thing,” he grumbled. The peddler snatched the feather from Thalen and haughtily put it back in the sack. 

“Yes, well perhaps such an item isn’t meant for a yokel like you.”

Elara and Drydan laughed.

“That’s you told. Hey, what’s that?” Drydan said pointing to an item leaning against one of the crates Japes had brought. It was tall and covered in a cloth of velvet.

Japes turned to face the item and shook his head.

“Now, that is definitely not for the likes of you.”

“Oh come on Japes, how much to get a look?” the Protector asked almost pleadingly.

Japes brow knotted in thought for a few moments.

“Give me a whole piece of silver and I’ll let you take a look.”

Drydan gawped at the obscene amount of money being demanded and for a moment it looked as though the Protector was going to tell the peddler where to stick his mysterious item. But then Elara put a hand on Drydan’s arm, her eyes shining with curiosity.

“Come on Drydan, it could be something amazing!”

The Protector looked at her, then back at the covered item. He knew the item was probably some cheap knock off, it was Japes after all, but he couldn’t resist the excitement in Elara’s eyes. Besides, he had saved up a fair amount from his Protector duties.

“Alright,” he sighed, “but let me have a look first before I pay.”

Japes smirked, but removed the cloth to reveal a long, slender sword with a shimmering blade and a hilt made of some kind of dark, smooth material. Thalen felt a shiver run down his spine as he looked at it, feeling a strange pull towards the weapon.

“This is an Aldarin blade,” Japes said quietly, his eyes darting around to make sure no one was listening. “It was recovered from an Aldarin ruin on the Azure Coast, one of several such items in my collection, and now it can be yours for the right price.” 

Thalen felt his heart pounding in his chest. He had heard stories of the legendary Aldarin blades and the power they held. He knew that he couldn’t afford it, but his curiosity was overwhelming.

“What kind of power does it hold?” he asked, unable to resist.

Japes leaned in conspiratorially.

“Legend has it that these blades were forged by Master Aldarin blacksmiths and imbued with magic beyond anything we humans can comprehend. They are said to be imbued with the powers of starlight and will never dull or break in battle.”

Thalen felt his alcohol fuzzed brain drawn in by the peddler’s words. He had always dreamed of adventure and this sword seemed to promise just that. He looked at his friends, knowing that they would tell him to be sensible and not waste his money, but he felt like he couldn’t resist.

“How much?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

Japes named a price that made Thalen’s heart sink. Drydan clapped Thalen on the shoulder and scowled at Japes.

“Shame on you, Japes. That’s no Aldarin blade, in fact judging by the metal I’d say it’s a very old and very poorly maintained Veridian sword. It even has some rust on it!” 

Thalen sighed in disappointment. He looked at the sword again and saw the rust on the blade that Drydan had mentioned. Japes was looking at him uneasily, knowing that he had been caught in a lie.

“I’m sorry, Thalen. I shouldn’t have tried to deceive you,” Japes said, his accent thicker than before. “But I do have something else that might interest you.”

He rummaged through his sack and produced a small vial filled with a glowing green liquid.

“This is a potion of strength,” Japes said, holding up the vial. “It will give you the strength of an ox for a short time.”

Thalen eyed the potion sceptically. He had heard of such potions before, but he had never tried one himself. He wondered if it really worked.

“Oh no you don’t,” Drydan intervened with a chuckle, “Good luck conning the next poor sap, Japes. If I hear that you’re trying to flog more trash for exorbitant prices, I’ll put you in the stocks myself. Final warning.” Japes apologised profusely once again.

“Let’s go dance!” Elara said, grabbing hold of the disheartened Thalen and pulling him after her towards the square. 

Jaxon’s band were now in full swing playing an energetic ditty, and the square was beginning to fill with villagers looking to dance. 

Thalen let himself be led. He looked at Elara and all disappointment quickly left him. Her smile was infectious. Drydan meanwhile drifted off through the growing crowds no doubt looking for a dance partner of his own. Something he would not struggle to do. 

Jaxon buoyed up the crowd and then began to sing;

“At the Harvest Fest's gleaming mound,

Let’s all go abound.

Go all dance in moonlit ring,

As stars above did shimmer and sing.

Jig and twirl, raise glasses high,

Underneath the vast night sky.

Laughter, cheer, in melodies weaved,

At the Harvest Fest, in magic believed.

Goblin Bob with his lute did jest,

While Naiads moved, among the best.

Peris flute and dragon's fire,

Lifted the night, higher and higher.

Kobolds with corn, in moonlight shone,

A magical night, in legend known.

Twirl and leap, embrace the night,

With Silvari glow, and Terrakind might.

Songs of joy, tales retold,

At the Harvest Fest, where dreams unfold.

As autumn leaves begin their flight,

Remember the magic, this radiant night.

Next harvest moon, again we'll meet,

For another dance, with nimble feet!”

As Thalen and Elara danced, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of happiness wash over him. She was so beautiful, her hair bouncing in time with the music. He felt his cheeks flush as he looked into her sparkling blue eyes, feeling as though he could get lost in them forever.

“Are you having fun?” Elara asked, her lips curving into a smile.

Thalen nodded, feeling his heart swell with affection for her. “Yes, I am.”

She giggled, as he twirled her around before pulling her close again. Thalen felt his body heat up as he held her, feeling her warmth against him.

As they danced, Thalen’s mind wandered, thinking about his future. He had always dreamed of adventure and excitement despite his mother’s best efforts to detract him from them. After his encounter with Japes, he also knew that he could never afford it, not on a woodcutter’s pay at any rate. And yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something out there waiting for him.

“Elara,” he said as he held her close, his voice barely above a whisper. “Do you ever wonder what’s out there beyond Arcadia? Beyond the Green?”

Elara looked up at him, her eyes filled with curiosity. “Of course, I do.”

Thalen nodded, a sense of longing filling him. “I’ve always dreamed of adventure, of seeing the outside world.”

Elara smiled softly at him. “Then why don’t we go on an adventure together?”

Thalen’s heart skipped a beat at her words. “Together?”

Elara nodded, her eyes shining with excitement. “Yes, together. We could explore the world; see things we’ve only ever read about in books. It would be an adventure, Thalen. An adventure we could share.”

Thalen looked at her in amazement. The idea of going on an adventure with Elara, of exploring the world together, filled him with joy. He had never felt so alive.

“I would love that,” he said, his voice filled with excitement. “But where would we go? What would we do?”

Elara grinned, her eyes flickering with mischief. “Anywhere we want, Thalen. We could start by leaving Arcadia and exploring the Green itself. Who knows what we might find?”

Thalen felt a shiver run down his spine at the thought. Leaving Arcadia and venturing deep into the Green was something he had always wanted to do, but he had never had the courage to go alone. With Elara by his side, he felt like anything was possible.

“When should we leave?” he asked, unable to contain his excitement. Elara laughed, her hair bouncing as she moved. “Tomorrow, if you’re ready. We could pack some supplies and set out at dawn.”

Thalen felt a thrill run through him at the thought. He had never been so impulsive before, but he knew that he couldn’t let this opportunity slip away.

“I’m ready,” he said, his heart pounding.

Elara smiled and brushed his cheek with her hand. The intensity in his eyes belied that he was deadly serious. 

“Oh Thalen, I thought we were playing. I would love to see the world and with you, but we have responsibilities here and family. Perhaps one day we can live our dream but not now.” Thalen couldn’t hide his disappointment. The thought of being a woodcutter for the rest of his life filled him with dread. He pulled away from Elara and pushed his way through the dancing couples, Elara calling after him.
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2.

The Stranger
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As the velvety shroud of nightfall draped itself over the verdant expanse of the Green, the echoes of merriment and boisterous festivities permeated the air, wafting all the way up to Fin, the young Deputy. Perched high in his sentry post, he was a solitary figure, staring longingly at the party that was unfolding in the distant village. Chiding himself, he sighed heavily and shook his head.

“Duty before pleasure,” he reminded himself, “If I’m to rise to the rank of Protector, duty must take precedence.”

A tall young man barely out of his teenage years, his oversized cloak hung loosely from his broad shoulders. The weight of the sheathed sword at his hip served as a constant reminder of his responsibility. The sword was yet to see battle. Only he and Drydan, the far more seasoned Protector, bore such weapons – a privilege or burden, depending on how one looked at it. Arcadia, their tranquil hamlet, had been a haven of peace for as long as anyone could remember, any troubles and tribulations having transpired well before his lifetime.

Drydan, his mentor, would often be at the receiving end of Fin’s relentless inquisition about the fabled Thornshade attack of decades prior. But the Protector remained steadfast in his silence, often sharing only a nugget of wisdom – ‘There’s no glory in violence. Unsheathe your sword only in defence of the weak, never yearn for strife.’ 

Fin, brimming with youthful idealism, found it hard to believe. To stand as a beacon of hope, a hero –to the villagers, surely there was some allure, some thrill that came with it, he reasoned.

As the mirthful notes of music danced upon the breeze and teased his ears, Fin’s desire to join his comrades intensified. The much-anticipated Harvest Dance was well underway. It was an event that always brought an unrivalled level of excitement, and he was missing it. Pulling his gaze away from the party, Fin surveyed the undulating, never-ending sea of the forest canopy. It remained as ever, tranquil, and unchanging. His most memorable watch experience had been the sighting of a light darting through the distant trees. Initially startled, he had gradually been drawn into a state of fascination. Drydan had later enlightened him, identifying the fleeting light as a forest wisp, a diminutive creature known to inhabit the deeper parts of the Green.

A yawn escaped his lips, and he arched his back in a languid stretch. The boredom was palpable. Trudging to the opposite side of the tower, he glanced out at the landscape bathed in the light of the two radiant moons, casting long shadows and enhancing the visibility for miles around. It was an unchanging vista of endless trees, interrupted only to the west by the formidable silhouette of the Arcadian Range. The snow-dusted peaks spanned over a hundred miles from north to south, finally yielding to the flatlands that extended to the Azure Coast.

An unusual movement in the foliage below abruptly arrested his thoughts, a sudden thrill replacing his boredom. His heart pounded in his chest as he squinted to discern the source of the rustling leaves. An unfamiliar sound, a soft clip-clopping noise reached his ears, heightening his alertness. It was unmistakable; something was slowly traversing the forest, moving steadily toward the unsuspecting village.

Despite his apprehension, Fin hesitated before reaching for the alarm bell. What if it was merely a harmless woodland creature? The ignominy of causing unwarranted panic during the cherished festival was something he was unwilling to bear. But duty demanded vigilance. Taking a compact spyglass from his worn satchel, he scrutinized the trees below and caught sight of a horse, its outline blurry amidst the foliage. It was impossible to discern if a rider accompanied it.

With a heavy sigh, he retrieved his bow and moved swiftly towards the watchtower’s ladder. Setting his feet firmly on either side of the railing, he pushed down, his descent swift and silent until his boots met the forest floor. Notching an arrow to his bow, he cautiously navigated the dense underbrush, drawing closer to the mysterious horse.

As he drew closer the horse stopped and stamped at the soft earth. Fin lowered his bow and sheathed the arrow. A mere shadow at first, came into clearer view as Fin moved closer, revealing a slumped form in the saddle. His heart pounded rhythmically in his chest, a frantic drumbeat echoing his mounting tension. His hand, driven by instinct, hovered over
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