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Prologue
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The Night the World Burned

The wind howled across the northern cliffs like a dying beast.

Snow swirled through the black sky, swallowing the moon and covering the kingdom of Valdorin beneath a blanket of silver frost. Far in the distance, the mountains stood like silent giants, their jagged peaks disappearing into darkness.

And beyond those mountains...

Beyond the frozen wastelands where no man dared travel...

The Shadow King was waking.

In the small village of Elaris, people gathered inside their homes beside warm fires, trying to ignore the terrible cold creeping beneath their doors. Mothers held sleeping children close. Old men whispered prayers to ancient gods long forgotten by the world.

Because everyone knew the stories.

Stories of kingdoms swallowed by darkness.

Stories of cities found empty, their people vanished without blood or bodies.

Stories of creatures with glowing white eyes wandering the snow at night.

Stories of the immortal king who ruled beyond the north.

Most believed they were legends meant to frighten children.

But legends, sometimes, were born from truth.

And truth was coming.

Lyria sat beside her little brother near the fireplace, gently wrapping a cloth around his wounded hand.

“Does it hurt?” she asked softly.

Tomas tried to smile bravely, though tears still filled his eyes. “Only a little.”

“You fought a tree and lost,” she teased quietly.

“I slipped.”

“You always slip.”

He laughed weakly, and for a moment the fear outside disappeared.

Lyria loved moments like these.

Simple moments.

The warmth of firelight.

The scent of soup cooking nearby.

Her mother humming softly while sewing clothes.

Her father returning home covered in snow and complaining about the winter.

Ordinary life.

The kind people never realize is precious until it is gone.

Her mother looked toward the window uneasily. “The storm is getting worse.”

Her father closed the wooden shutters tightly. “No storm feels like this.”

Lyria noticed it too.

The cold felt wrong tonight.

Not natural.

Not human.

The flames inside the fireplace flickered violently.

Then—

Silence.

The wind vanished.

Every sound disappeared.

Even the crackling fire went still.

Tomas grabbed Lyria’s arm. “Why is it quiet?”

Nobody answered.

Then came the horn.

A deep, ancient sound echoed through the village.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Her father’s face turned pale.

“No...” he whispered.

The fourth horn never came.

Because screaming replaced it.

The village exploded into chaos.

People ran through the snow carrying torches and weapons. Bells rang wildly from the watchtower.

Lyria rushed outside behind her father, icy wind striking her face.

And then she saw them.

Figures moving through the blizzard.

Dozens.

No...

Hundreds.

Tall creatures made of shadow and bone marched through the snow with glowing white eyes. Their bodies twisted unnaturally, covered in black armor fused directly into their flesh.

The Hollowborn.

Creatures from nightmare.

Behind them walked something far worse.

The Riders.

Massive warriors mounted on skeletal beasts with burning blue eyes. Dark cloaks flowed behind them like living smoke.

One rider slowly raised a sword toward the village.

And the slaughter began.

Fire consumed the houses almost instantly.

The Hollowborn moved like wolves through terrified villagers.

Lyria watched a man swing an axe directly into one creature’s skull.

The monster didn’t stop.

It simply turned and tore him apart.

Blood stained the snow.

Children screamed.

The air smelled of smoke and death.

“Run!” her father shouted.

He shoved Lyria and Tomas toward the forest.

“Take your brother and go!”

“What about mother?”

“I’ll find her!”

Another scream echoed nearby.

Lyria froze.

It was her mother.

Without thinking, she turned toward the sound.

“Lyria, NO!”

But she was already running.

Through smoke.

Through falling ash.

Through dying cries.

She reached her home just as the roof collapsed inward in flames.

“Mother!”

Heat blasted against her face.

Inside the burning doorway, she saw her mother trapped beneath fallen wood.

Their eyes met.

For one horrible second, the world stood still.

“Run,” her mother whispered.

Lyria tried to reach her.

Strong arms grabbed her from behind.

Her father.

“No!” she screamed, fighting him desperately.

“We have to go!”

“But she’s alive!”

The roof collapsed completely.

Fire swallowed everything.

And her mother’s scream vanished forever.

They fled into the woods as monsters flooded through the village behind them.

Snow crunched beneath their boots.

Tomas cried uncontrollably.

Lyria couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t think.

The world felt unreal.

Behind them, Elaris burned against the night sky like a dying star.

Then her father suddenly stopped.

Lyria looked up.

Three Hollowborn stood among the trees ahead.

Waiting.

Her father slowly drew his hunting knife.

He knew it was useless.

“Listen to me carefully,” he said quietly.

“No...” Lyria whispered.

“You keep moving south.”

“Please don’t do this...”

“Tomas needs you now.”

The creatures stepped closer.

Her father looked at her one last time.

And smiled.

Not bravely.

Not fearlessly.

Just sadly.

Like a man already saying goodbye.

“I love you.”

Then he charged forward.

Lyria never forgot the sound that followed.

Steel.

Screaming.

Bones breaking.

Her brother pulled at her arm desperately.

“Lyria!”

Tears blinded her as she ran through the forest carrying Tomas beside her.

She never looked back.

Because part of her already knew.

Her father was gone.

Her home was gone.

Everything she loved had been erased in a single night.

And somewhere beyond the frozen north...

The Shadow King watched it all.

By dawn, Elaris no longer existed.

Only smoke remained.

And deep beneath the ruined village, hidden under stone older than memory itself, something ancient awakened.

A sword of gold and silver light.

The Blade of Dawn.

The only weapon ever forged to kill a king born from darkness.

And it had finally chosen its bearer.
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Ashes of Elaris

The snow had stopped falling by morning.

Silence hung over the ruins of Elaris like a funeral shroud.

Smoke drifted into the gray sky from the blackened remains of homes that had once been filled with laughter, music, and warmth. The village was unrecognizable now — nothing more than burned wood, shattered stone, and frozen bodies buried beneath ash.

The world smelled of death.

Lyria stood at the edge of the forest staring down at what remained of her home, unable to move.

Beside her, Tomas slept beneath a torn wool blanket, curled against the roots of an old pine tree. His face was pale from cold and exhaustion, his small hands trembling even in sleep.

He had cried himself unconscious hours ago.

Lyria wished she could do the same.

But every time she closed her eyes, she saw fire.

Her mother screaming.

Her father disappearing beneath creatures made of darkness.

The sound of steel tearing flesh.

The horrible white eyes glowing through the storm.

A sharp pain twisted inside her chest.

Not grief.

Grief was too small a word for this feeling.

This felt like something inside her had been ripped away completely.

Slowly, she walked down the snowy hill toward the ruins.

Each step felt heavier than the last.

Part of her prayed someone had survived.

Another part already knew the truth.

The Hollowborn left nothing behind.

The village square had become a graveyard.

Bodies lay frozen beneath the snow.

Some looked peaceful, as though they had simply fallen asleep.

Others...

Lyria forced herself not to look too closely.

Her boots crunched softly across broken glass and burned wood.

The bakery where Tomas used to steal sweet rolls was gone.

The old lantern shop had collapsed entirely.

The great oak tree at the center of the village still stood, blackened by fire, its branches twisted like skeletal fingers clawing at the sky.

Lyria stopped beneath it.

A scarf fluttered nearby in the cold wind.

Her mother’s scarf.

The blue one she wore every winter.

Lyria picked it up carefully with shaking hands.

For a moment she simply held it against her chest.

Then the tears finally came.

Not soft tears.

Not quiet tears.

The kind that tore themselves from somewhere deep inside the soul.

She fell to her knees in the snow, clutching the scarf desperately as sobs shook through her entire body.

“Why...” she whispered brokenly.

No answer came.

Only wind.

Only silence.

The gods were silent while innocent people burned.

A sound echoed nearby.

Crunch.

Lyria froze instantly.

Someone was walking through the ruins.

Fear shot through her body.

She quickly wiped her tears away and grabbed a broken hunting knife from the snow.

Another crunch.

Closer now.

Her breathing quickened.

Through the smoke, a tall figure slowly emerged between the burned homes.

A man.

He wore a long dark cloak dusted with snow, and a massive sword rested across his back. Deep scars marked the exposed skin of his face, one stretching across his left eye.

But it was his eyes that frightened her most.

Cold.

Sharp.

The eyes of someone who had seen too much death.

The stranger stopped when he saw her.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Then his gaze moved slowly across the ruined village.

Too calm.

Too familiar.

As if he had witnessed scenes like this many times before.

“Hollowborn,” he said quietly.

Lyria tightened her grip on the knife. “Stay away from me.”

The man looked at the blade in her trembling hand.

“You don’t know how to use that.”

“I said stay away.”

Something strange flickered briefly across his expression.

Not amusement.

Sadness.

“You’re alive,” he said softly, almost to himself.

Lyria’s fear turned to anger instantly.

Alive?

Was that supposed to matter?

“My family is dead.”

The words came out harsher than she intended.

But once spoken, they shattered something inside her all over again.

The man remained silent.

Snow drifted slowly between them.

Finally, he spoke.

“What’s your name?”

She hesitated.

“...Lyria.”

“I’m Kael.”

Something about the name felt familiar, though she couldn’t understand why.

Kael glanced toward the forest behind her.

“You’re not alone.”

“My brother survived.”

“For now.”

Rage flashed through her.

“You don’t get to say that!”

Her voice echoed across the empty village.

Kael did not react.

“The Hollowborn rarely attack one village,” he said. “When they move this far south, it means something worse is coming.”

Lyria stared at him.

“How do you know that?”

A long silence followed.

Then—

“Because I’ve spent my entire life fighting them.”

Back in the forest, Tomas woke with frightened confusion when he saw the stranger.

Lyria immediately stepped protectively in front of him.

Kael crouched beside the fire she had managed to build and silently handed Tomas a piece of dried meat from his pack.

The boy hesitated before taking it.

“Thank you,” Tomas whispered.

Kael nodded once.

Lyria watched him carefully.

Everything about this man felt dangerous.

Not cruel.

Not evil.

But heavy somehow.

Like he carried ghosts everywhere he went.

“You should leave before nightfall,” Kael said while sharpening a dagger beside the fire.

“We’re not going anywhere with you.”

“You can barely stand.”

“I can survive.”

“No,” he said calmly. “You can’t.”

The bluntness of his words stung because part of her knew he was right.

She was exhausted.

Hungry.

Freezing.

And Tomas was getting weaker by the hour.

Still, trusting strangers was foolish.

Especially now.

Kael glanced toward the north.

The wind had changed again.

Lyria noticed his hand slowly tightening around the dagger.

“What is it?”

He stood instantly.

“Quiet.”

The forest became still.

Then came the sound.

A distant screech.

Inhuman.

Tomas grabbed Lyria’s arm in terror.

Kael’s expression darkened.

“They found us.”

“What found us?”

Another screech split through the trees.

Closer this time.

Branches cracked somewhere in the distance.

Something was moving toward them fast.

Kael unsheathed the massive sword from his back.

The blade shimmered silver in the pale morning light.

“Take your brother,” he ordered.

Fear flooded Lyria’s chest.

Shapes moved between the trees.

Tall.

Thin.

Twisted unnaturally.

Three Hollowborn emerged from the forest shadows, their glowing white eyes fixed directly on her.

One of them tilted its head slowly.

Almost curiously.

Then it smiled.

And charged.
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The Hollowborn

The creature moved impossibly fast.

Snow exploded beneath its feet as it rushed through the trees toward Lyria, its twisted limbs bending in ways no human body should move. Its glowing white eyes burned with hunger, and black veins pulsed beneath skin as pale as death.

Tomas screamed.

Lyria grabbed him and stumbled backward, her heart slamming violently against her ribs.

“RUN!” Kael roared.

The Hollowborn lunged.

Kael met it midair.

His silver blade crashed through the creature with terrifying force, cutting straight through its chest. Black blood sprayed across the snow like spilled ink.

But the monster didn’t die.

It shrieked horribly and clawed toward Kael’s throat with long skeletal fingers.

Kael twisted sideways and drove his sword upward beneath its jaw.

CRACK.

The creature collapsed instantly.

Dead.

Lyria barely had time to breathe before the second Hollowborn burst from the trees.

Kael spun with deadly precision.

Steel flashed silver through the forest.

The creature’s head hit the snow.

But the third one kept coming.

Straight toward her.

Its smile widened unnaturally.

Lyria froze.

Fear rooted her to the ground.

The monster slammed into her before she could move.

She hit the snow hard, Tomas screaming nearby as the creature pinned her down with horrifying strength. Its face hovered inches above hers, its breath cold and rotten.

Up close, she realized something even worse.

The Hollowborn had once been human.

Fragments of humanity still remained beneath the corruption — traces of old scars, faded tattoos, broken memories trapped inside monstrous flesh.

Its glowing eyes stared into hers.

And for the briefest second...

She saw pain inside them.

Then the creature opened its mouth impossibly wide and shrieked directly into her face.

Lyria grabbed the broken knife from her belt and stabbed upward blindly.

The blade pierced the creature’s neck.

Black blood spilled across her hands.

The Hollowborn screamed violently.

Then Kael’s sword tore through its spine.

The creature collapsed on top of her.

Dead weight.

Cold.

Heavy.

Lyria shoved it away desperately, gasping for air.

Her entire body shook uncontrollably.

Kael extended a hand toward her.

She stared at it for a moment before accepting.

His grip was rough and warm.

Human.

“Are you hurt?”

She couldn’t answer.

Not because of injury.

Because she had just watched death stare directly into her eyes.

And death had smiled.

The forest fell silent again.

Only Tomas’s frightened crying broke the stillness.

Kael wiped black blood from his sword onto the snow.

“We have to move.”

Lyria looked at the dead creatures scattered between the trees.

“What... what are they?”

Kael’s face hardened.

“Soldiers.”

She stared at him in disbelief.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“They’re monsters.”

“They were people once.”

A chill worse than winter crept down her spine.

Kael crouched beside one of the corpses, pulling back part of its dark armor fused into the flesh beneath.

“There,” he said quietly.

Lyria forced herself to look.

A symbol had been burned into the creature’s chest.

A broken sun.

“The mark of the Shadow King.”

Tomas buried his face against Lyria’s side. “I want to go home.”

The words shattered something inside her again.

Home.

There was no home anymore.

Only ashes.

Only ghosts.

She pulled him close, holding him tightly while trying not to cry again.

Kael watched them silently.

Then his voice softened slightly.

“There’s a fortress two days south of here. If we reach it, you’ll be safe.”

“Safe?” Lyria snapped bitterly. “Nowhere is safe.”

For the first time, Kael didn’t answer immediately.

Because he knew she was right.

They traveled until nightfall.

The deeper they moved into the forest, the colder the world became.

Lyria noticed strange things now.

No birds.

No animal sounds.

Even the wind seemed afraid to touch these woods.

Kael walked ahead of them silently, constantly scanning the trees.

Like a man expecting death behind every shadow.

Tomas struggled to keep up.

By sunset, the boy was limping badly.

Lyria knelt beside him. “Let me see.”

His ankle had swollen terribly from the long march.

Kael stopped nearby.

“We camp here.”

Lyria looked around nervously. “Out here?”

“We won’t survive the mountains at night.”

Kael quickly built a fire beneath a cliffside overhang while Lyria treated Tomas’s ankle with strips torn from her cloak.

“You know healing,” Kael observed.

“My mother taught me.”

The words hurt to say.

Kael noticed the pain in her expression but said nothing.

Tomas eventually fell asleep beside the fire, exhausted.

For a while, only silence remained between them.

Then Lyria finally spoke.

“You’ve fought them before.”

Kael stared into the flames.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“A long time.”

“You talk like this has happened everywhere.”

“It has.”

Lyria looked at him sharply.

“What do you mean?”

Kael’s jaw tightened.

“The Shadow King destroyed the northern kingdoms years ago. Villages. Cities. Entire armies.”

“Then why hasn’t anyone stopped him?”

A bitter smile crossed Kael’s face.

“Because nobody survives.”

The fire crackled softly between them.

Lyria studied him carefully.

His armor was worn and scarred.

His hands carried old wounds.

And beneath his coldness...

She saw exhaustion.

Not physical exhaustion.

The kind that lived in the soul.

“What happened to you?” she asked quietly.

Kael didn’t respond.

For a moment she thought he would ignore the question completely.

Then—

“I had a brother once.”

Something in his voice changed.

A crack in the armor.

Lyria remained silent, letting him continue.

“He was younger than me.” Kael stared into the flames. “Always getting into trouble. Always laughing.”

The faintest shadow of a memory crossed his face.

Then it vanished.

“The Hollowborn came during winter.” His voice became distant. “I couldn’t save him.”

Pain lingered heavily in the silence afterward.

Lyria suddenly understood.

This man carried grief the same way soldiers carried weapons.

Always.

Every day.

Every breath.

“You blame yourself,” she whispered.

Kael looked away.

“That’s what survivors do.”

Later that night, Lyria woke suddenly.

Something felt wrong.

The fire had nearly died.

Snow drifted quietly beyond the cliffside shelter.

Kael was gone.

Fear immediately tightened in her chest.

She carefully stood without waking Tomas.

Then she saw him.

Kael stood alone near the edge of the trees staring toward the north.

Toward the distant mountains hidden behind darkness.

Lyria slowly approached.

“You should sleep,” he said without turning around.

“You weren’t sleeping either.”

For a moment neither spoke.

Then she noticed something strange.

Kael was holding a small silver pendant in his hand.

A child’s pendant.

“You had someone too,” he said quietly.

Lyria’s throat tightened.

“My family.”

“What were they like?”

The question caught her off guard.

Nobody had asked her that since the attack.

And suddenly she was terrified of forgetting.

“My mother sang while she cooked,” Lyria whispered. “Even when she was tired.” Tears burned in her eyes. “My father told terrible jokes he thought were funny.”

Kael listened silently.

“My brother used to chase fireflies during summer nights,” she continued softly. “He thought they were tiny stars.”

Her voice broke.

“I can still hear them.”

The confession hung painfully in the cold air.

Kael closed his hand around the pendant.

“That’s the cruelest part,” he said quietly.

“What is?”

“That life keeps going.”

Lyria looked at him.

“You wake up the next morning expecting the world to stop because they’re gone...” His eyes remained fixed on the darkness ahead. “But it doesn’t.”

The grief in his voice felt ancient.

Like a wound that had never healed.

Before Lyria could respond—

A distant horn echoed through the mountains.

Low.

Ancient.

Terrifying.

Kael’s entire body went rigid instantly.

Then came another horn.

Closer.

Lyria’s blood turned cold.

“What is that?”

Kael slowly drew his sword.

His face had gone pale.

“The Riders.”
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The Riders in the Dark

The horn echoed again through the mountains.

Long.

Deep.

Ancient.

The sound rolled across the frozen forest like a warning from another world.

Tomas woke instantly in terror.

Lyria’s pulse thundered in her ears as Kael stepped away from the fire, every muscle in his body tense.

“What are the Riders?” she whispered.

Kael’s eyes remained fixed on the darkness beyond the trees.

“The Shadow King’s executioners.”

Another horn blast cut through the night.

Closer now.

Much closer.

The fire suddenly seemed far too bright.

Far too visible.

Kael moved quickly, kicking snow over the flames until darkness swallowed the camp.

Only moonlight remained.

Tomas clung tightly to Lyria. “I’m scared.”

She pulled him close even though fear was clawing through her own chest.

“It’s okay,” she whispered.

But it wasn’t.

Not even close.

Kael crouched low beside them.

“Listen carefully,” he said quietly. “No matter what happens, you stay silent.”

Lyria stared at him.

“What do you mean no matter what happens?”

Kael didn’t answer immediately.

And somehow that frightened her more than anything.

Then came the sound.

Hooves.

Slow.

Heavy.

Crunching through snow somewhere beyond the trees.

One rider.

Maybe more.

The forest itself seemed to recoil from their presence.

Even the wind had gone still again.

Kael slowly unsheathed his sword.

The silver blade reflected pale moonlight like frozen water.

Lyria noticed something strange.

The sword was trembling slightly in his hand.

Not from fear.

From rage.

The hooves stopped.

Silence.

Then—

A figure emerged between the trees.

Lyria’s breath caught in her throat.

The Rider sat atop a massive skeletal beast covered in black armor. Blue fire burned inside the creature’s empty eye sockets, smoke drifting from its nostrils into the freezing air.

But the Rider itself was worse.

Tall.

Unnaturally still.

Wrapped in dark robes that moved like living shadows.

Its face hidden behind a mask of black iron shaped like a screaming skull.

In one hand it carried a long spear carved with glowing symbols.

The Rider tilted its head slowly.

As if listening.

Searching.

Hunting.

Tomas buried his face against Lyria’s chest to stop himself from crying out.

The Rider’s horse suddenly sniffed the air.

Then its burning eyes snapped directly toward them.

Kael moved instantly.

“RUN!”

The Rider screamed.

Not human.

Not animal.

A sound of pure agony that tore through the forest.

The skeletal beast charged.

Kael met it head-on.

Steel clashed against black iron with explosive force.

The impact shook the ground beneath Lyria’s feet.

“Go!” Kael shouted.

Lyria grabbed Tomas’s hand and ran into the forest.

Branches whipped across her face as terror drove her forward through the snow.

Behind them came horrifying sounds.

Screaming metal.

The Rider shrieking.

Kael roaring in fury.

Then—

An explosion of blue light burst through the trees.

Lyria turned briefly.

Kael had been thrown violently backward into the snow.

The Rider raised its spear.

Darkness began swirling around the weapon itself.

“No...” Lyria whispered.

The Rider hurled the spear.

It shot through the air like black lightning.

Kael barely rolled aside before the weapon slammed into the earth beside him.

The ground exploded.

Trees shattered instantly.

The force hurled Kael across the clearing.

Lyria stared in horror.

No human could survive that.

Then Kael stood again.

Bleeding.

Breathing heavily.

Still holding the sword.

The Rider hesitated.

For the first time, the creature seemed uncertain.

Kael slowly lifted his blade.

And the silver markings along the weapon suddenly began to glow.

The Rider screamed again.

This time in fear.

“Keep moving!” Kael shouted.

Lyria forced herself to run again.

Tomas stumbled beside her, exhausted and terrified.

Behind them the battle raged through the forest like a nightmare.

The sounds seemed impossible.

Steel colliding hard enough to shake the earth.

Trees collapsing.

Bursts of unnatural blue fire lighting the darkness behind them.

Lyria’s lungs burned painfully from cold air and panic.

“Lyria...” Tomas gasped weakly. “I can’t...”

She stopped beside him.

His face had gone pale.

His injured ankle was worsening.

And the sounds behind them were getting closer again.

Too close.

Fear rose inside her like drowning water.

They weren’t going to escape.

The realization hit her all at once.

No matter how fast they ran...

The darkness would always catch them.

Just like it caught their village.

Just like it caught everyone.

Tomas looked up at her with frightened eyes.

And suddenly she understood something terrifying.

She was all he had left.

If she failed...

He would die too.

The thought struck harder than fear itself.

Lyria grabbed his shoulders firmly.

“Listen to me,” she said, trying to sound stronger than she felt. “You keep moving, understand?”

“But—”

“You keep moving.”

Tears filled his eyes.

“I don’t want to lose you too.”

Her heart broke.

She pulled him into her arms tightly.

For a moment the world disappeared again.

No monsters.

No war.

Only a frightened little boy trying desperately not to be alone.

Lyria held him as though she could protect him from the entire world.

Even though she couldn’t protect anyone.

Not anymore.

A branch snapped nearby.

Both of them froze.

Something moved between the trees ahead.

Tall.

Dark.

Lyria grabbed the knife instantly.

The figure stepped into the moonlight.

Kael.

Barely standing.

Blood covered the side of his face, and one shoulder was badly burned, smoke still rising from his armor.

But the Rider was gone.

Lyria stared at him in disbelief.

“You killed it?”

Kael’s expression darkened.

“No.”

Fear twisted through her stomach.

“Then where is it?”

As if answering her question—

The horn echoed again.

Far above them.

From the mountains.

Kael looked toward the distant cliffs.

“There’s more than one.”

They reached the old watchtower shortly before dawn.

The structure stood atop a rocky hill overlooking the forest below. Ancient stone walls rose from the snow, worn by centuries of storms and war.

Most of the tower had collapsed long ago.

But part of it still stood.

Barely.

Kael pushed open the broken wooden doors cautiously.

Dust and darkness greeted them.

Inside, the tower smelled of old stone and forgotten years.

Lyria helped Tomas sit near the remains of a fireplace while Kael searched the ruins carefully.

“You think we’re safe here?” she asked.

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

Kael returned carrying old firewood.

“But they’ll have trouble finding us before daylight.”

Lyria watched him struggle slightly with his injured shoulder.

“You’re hurt.”

“I’ve been worse.”

“You can barely move your arm.”

Kael ignored her and knelt beside the fireplace.

Typical stubborn man, she thought bitterly.

“My mother was a healer,” Lyria said firmly. “Sit down.”

“I don’t need—”

“Sit down.”

To her surprise, he actually listened.

Kael removed part of his armor carefully.

Lyria inhaled sharply.

The burn stretched across his shoulder and chest, blackened around the edges like frostbite mixed with fire.

No ordinary wound.

“What did that to you?”

“The Rider’s spear.”

Lyria cleaned the wound gently while Kael sat silently beside the fire.

Up close, she noticed countless scars covering his body.

Old sword wounds.

Arrow marks.

Burns.

This man had spent years surviving horrors she couldn’t even imagine.

“How long have you been fighting them?” she asked quietly.

Kael stared into the flames.

“Since I was sixteen.”

Lyria paused.

“That’s almost your entire life.”

“Yes.”

No anger.

No self-pity.

Just exhaustion.

She wrapped fresh cloth around his shoulder carefully.

“You could have left us.”

Kael looked at her.

“I know.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

For the first time since meeting him...

Something human softened in his eyes.

“Because someone once saved me too.”

The fire crackled softly between them.

Outside, snow continued falling over the dark world.

And somewhere beyond the northern mountains...

The Shadow King was waiting.
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