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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
E.L. Marr
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Samuel grips Nelly's reins with care, steering the goat-drawn cart through Falls Creek’s lively streets. Nelly’s hooves clatter against the cobblestones, leaving faint imprints in the mud as the morning air hums with the chatter of merchants and townsfolk. "Should we head to the inn first?" Samuel asks, his eyes sparkling with mischief as he glances up at his grandfather.

Borazon marches ahead, his horse-drawn cart creaking steadily behind him. He glances over his shoulder, a smirk tugging at his lips. "No. You need to take your items to Zira," he replies, his tone firm but good-humored.

Samuel lets out a dramatic groan. "But Chrissy—"

"Zira first," Borazon interrupts, his smirk widening knowingly. "Then maybe. And only because you and I both know she loves those Jaffa beans."

Samuel sighs, but the grin creeping onto his face betrays his excitement. "Fine. Zira will love the spider fangs, legs, and poison I’ve got. She’ll make antidotes for weeks!"

Borazon visibly shudders, casting a wary glance at the odd collection of items on Samuel’s cart. "Don’t remind me of those eight-legged horrors."

Samuel laughs, patting Nelly’s side as the goat flicks her tail and plods onward. "What if Zira’s not there?"

Borazon points toward the western gate ahead. "Leave the cart there. You promised the guards they could keep it stored. Then meet me back at the barn. We’ll head to the inn together after."

Samuel steers Nelly expertly through the crowded lane, her steady pace cutting through clusters of shoppers. "What about Nelly?" he calls back, concern edging his voice.

Borazon’s reply comes quick and sure. "She’ll stay at the barn with Ember while we eat. We’ll collect her after dinner."

Samuel nods, guiding Nelly toward Zira’s shop as her hooves echo against the stones. Suddenly, a voice rings out behind them. "Hey, is that for us?"

Borazon turns, his weathered hand instinctively brushing his axe handle before he relaxes at the sight of Vinni, Valga’s husband, striding toward them with Janko in tow. Both men wear easy grins, their familiar faces a welcome sight amidst the market’s bustle.

Borazon chuckles, his tone playful. "It might be, but if I keep standing here, I’ll have to start charging a toll."

Vinni laughs, clapping Borazon’s shoulder. "No problem. Janko and I can take it from here. Swing by the inn later for your coin."

As the two men begin unloading the cart, Borazon’s sharp eyes drift toward the inn. A pair of strangers linger on the porch, their unfamiliar presence catching his attention. "New faces," Borazon remarks, nodding subtly in their direction.

"Travelers," Vinni replies with a shrug, focused on the supplies. "Probably just passing through."

Borazon hums thoughtfully, his gaze locking on the newcomers. Shifting his attention to Samuel, he observes his grandson expertly maneuver Nelly and her cart through the crowded streets. The boy’s boundless energy stands in stark contrast to the deliberate pace of the bustling market surrounding him.

"Yeah, they brought some pelts to sell. No meat," Vinni replies with a shrug, briefly eyeing the cart's contents before returning to the task at hand.

"Has a young girl come into town?" Borazon presses, scanning the area with a flicker of concern, his hope for news of Chrissy palpable in his voice.

"Don’t know. I’ve been at the mill all day," Vinni answers plainly, hefting an elk from the cart with steady hands.

"Thanks," Borazon responds, his smile wavering as the realization settles—there’s no word of Chrissy yet.

With Ember’s reins in hand, Borazon strides toward the barn, his eyes narrowing at the subtle changes in the atmosphere. The gathering of unfamiliar figures near the barn raises his guard.

"Gruffnar, you here?" Borazon calls out, his voice echoing sharply through the quiet, earthy-smelling space.

"Good, you're back," Gruffnar answers warmly, stepping out from a stall. "Did you find your friend?"

"Not yet, but we’re hoping she shows up soon. You haven’t seen a young blonde girl, have you?" Borazon asks, his eyes meeting Gruffnar’s with a quiet intensity.

Gruffnar shakes his head firmly. "Sorry, friend. Only men have come through recently—haven’t seen a new female face in months. But she could turn up any time."

Borazon nods grimly. "Where do you want the cart? And I’ve brought another elk."

Gruffnar glances at the haul, his expression brightening. "This one’s as fine as the last. Leave the cart here; it’ll make unloading easier."

Together, Gruffnar and Borazon unload the elk with swift efficiency. Their movements flow with seamless coordination, each task executed in a rhythm that speaks to years of labor and mutual understanding. Once finished, Borazon focuses on Ember, securing her stall with steady hands. The usually placid horses stir uneasily, their unease like a warning rippling through the air.

"What the...?" Gruffnar mutters, his words halting as a low, eerie howl breaks through the stillness. The sound vibrates ominously, carrying dread on the wind.

Outside, a cacophony of howls and screams erupts, shattering the serenity of the day. Without hesitation, Borazon and Gruffnar seize their weapons, their grips tightening with readiness.

"Stay here and protect the animals," Borazon commands sharply, his voice cutting through the mounting chaos.

Samuel’s cry pierces the air, his voice raw with alarm. Nelly’s bleating roars out next, fierce and defiant, resonating through the rising din. Her distress stirs Borazon into action. Gripping his battle axe, he charges out of the barn, ready to face the chaos.

The world outside shifts violently into an immersive tapestry of upheaval—shadowy figures prowling amid primal howls, their savage presence unraveling the fragile peace. Borazon surges forward, his steps hammering the ground with unyielding resolve. Each stride propels him through the burgeoning storm of chaos, his axe glinting ominously in his grip.

The cacophony of battle crescendos as Borazon’s sharp eyes lock on a red werewolf mid-transformation, its distorted figure coiling to pounce on Samuel. Samuel, defiant and steadfast, stands between the downed, bloodied Nelly and the beast.

Borazon reacts instantly, his instincts roaring to life. Swinging his battle axe with devastating power, he intercepts the creature in mid-air. The force of his strike hurls the werewolf sideways, its monstrous body tumbling in a blur of fur and blood. The axe’s blade slices deep, supernatural ichor trailing behind the creature as it crashes into the mud.

“Samuel, are you alright?” Borazon demands, his voice cutting through the chaos as his gaze snaps to the werewolf, already struggling back to its feet.

“Yes!” Samuel cries, his words spilling out frantically. “Nelly attacked it before it could get to me!”

“Inside. Now!” Borazon orders sharply, his voice brooking no argument.

Samuel hesitates for a moment, urgency pulling at him. His voice rises in a desperate warning. “What about—Behind you!”

Borazon pivots instantly, his movements a blur of precision and speed. The world narrows, each heartbeat a moment suspended in time. A snarling werewolf lunges at him, its claws outstretched, its jaws snapping with deadly intent.

Flipping his battle axe mid-motion, Borazon channels his momentum into a decisive swing. The silver tip of the axe gleams cruelly under a crack of lightning, its deadly arc meeting the beast’s chest with a sickening impact. The werewolf convulses, its monstrous form shuddering as fur retracts and flesh reforms.

In its dying breath, a weak, rasping voice escapes the creature’s lips. “Thank you,” it whispers, the words trembling with gratitude and liberation. Borazon stares down at the fallen werewolf, the weight of its final words searing into him, even as the battle rages on around him.

Nearby, the town’s guards charge into the fray, their silver-tipped arrows hissing through the stormy air. Flashes of lightning streak the sky, briefly illuminating the chaos below. Arrows pierce the werewolves’ thick hides with deadly accuracy, striking vulnerable spots with calculated intent.

The guards fight fiercely, their faces etched with grim determination as adrenaline fuels their every move. But the toll of battle grows heavier; some guards fall, their cries lost to the feral snarls and tearing claws of their foes.

Among the chaos, a lone guard becomes separated, his sword swinging desperately against an unrelenting werewolf. Lightning splits the night, casting the brutal struggle into stark relief. The werewolf’s claws lash out, one vicious swipe cleaving through the guard’s neck with horrifying ease.

The severed head arcs through the air, striking the Inn’s wall with a sickening splat. It bounces grotesquely onto the porch, rolling down the steps before coming to rest in the churned, muddy street. The scene solidifies into a chilling reminder of the unrelenting savagery clawing its way through the night.

In another corner of the battlefield, a guard fiercely stands his ground against a pack of snarling werewolves. He fires his silver-tipped arrows rapidly, each shaft whistling through the stormy air to sink deep into his attackers. Yet, the relentless beasts press forward, their howls echoing like thunder in the night. One werewolf leaps, claws extended, driving him to the ground. The guard struggles, defiant to his last breath, slashing desperately with his blade before the creatures overwhelm him in a flurry of snarls and snapping jaws.

Nearby, another guard shields a cluster of terrified civilians, planting his feet firmly in the mud. His battered shield bears the scars of repeated strikes as a werewolf lunges again and again. The beast’s immense strength shatters his defenses with a single, brutal blow, sending him sprawling across the soaked earth. His armor crumples under the impact, and his body lies broken, the civilians scattering in terrified screams.

Across the battlefield, guards fight valiantly, their swords clashing with claws in a relentless struggle. The rain pours mercilessly, streaking blood across the muddy ground, where fallen comrades lay like grim reminders of the battle's stakes. Those who remain standing press onward, driven by courage, loyalty, and an unyielding duty to protect the innocent.

Suddenly, from the storm’s shadows, a group of vampires emerges, their pale forms ghostly in the sporadic lightning. They move with predatory precision, striking down werewolves with calculated swiftness. Their weapons—silver-forged and ancient—gleam as they flash through the chaos. 

The guard braces himself, feet planted firmly in the rain-slick mud, as the werewolf charges. Its glowing eyes lock onto him, fangs bared in a predatory snarl
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