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    For my mother and father, who taught me to stand tall when things were hard.
For my best friend, my gaming brother-in-arms, who stands by me.
Finally, for pup, my angel, who's love and devotion allowed me to push forward for my dreams.
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Chapter 1
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As the setting sun peeked between the trees, citizens of Celosia were either finishing their day’s work or beginning their nighttime business. The lumber town of Floraine would see merchants and lumberjacks returning from deeper in the woods where the twin city Huntersden lay. Floraine would use the fertile soil they cleared to grow crops and herbs for medicinal purposes to ensure any injured hunters could be taken care of.

A young merchant girl with long brown hair tied up in a ponytail jumped off of a wagon she caught a ride on, returning home after selling the medicinal herbs to Huntersden. She was dressed in simple cream pantaloons, a red and blue shirt, with knee-high brown leather and cloth boots. With a light and cheery sigh, she took off her shirt, exposing her torso and moderate breasts to the late-summer air and packed it away into the rucksack she had with her. Slipping the pack back on, she picked up a pole with hooks on either end to hang baskets off of.
Approaching her home, the girl passed by a number of villagers finishing up errands, wearing nothing but boots and shoes. A few of the older people would have a light jacket to help keep the wind off of their skin, and other merchants like herself would wear full outfits to stand out of the crowd of normal villagers. A pair of militia passed her by from the direction of her home, the female guard topless with a bandage wrapped around her torso and leather-lined, thick cotton pants. Her companion, wearing a full set of leather armor and carrying the top half of her uniform, commented when he had gotten shot in the leg by accident. Seeing the healer’s daughter, the pair nodded “Evening Lethia!” Lethia responded with a polite nod and a wave as they passed. With the pantheon promoting that nature should be cherished, people only wore clothing for protection or status, never to hide what is only natural.
Finally, Lethia saw her home coming up, breathing out slowly in anticipation of getting to relax. She could see the last of her mother’s patients standing in the doorway. From what she could tell, it was a family, the grandfather, his daughter, and granddaughter. Naked in the doorway as Lethia’s mother finished tying off a bandage on the younger girl's thigh. “There, now be careful when you follow your mother in the woods. We don’t want you to fall into anymore thorns.” Lethia’s mother said softly, the young girl riding her grandfather’s shoulders nodded, hugging his head.
“Thank you for looking after her, Amelia.” The mother replied before taking a pouch, held by a small belt that hung loose on her hips. She pulled out a few coins and gave them to Amelia, and the three of them wandered off home. Lethia looked at her mother with a happy smile, the only parent she remembered having. The tender healer took off her slender gloves, then finally noticed Lethia approaching her.
“Lethia! Welcome home~” Amelia steps out of the doorway to meet her daughter part way to the house, hugging one another tightly. Lethia had always loved hugs from her mother, warm with affection. “Dinner is just about ready, put your things away and I'll get the bowls out.”
“Sure mom~” Lethia replied as Amelia turned back inside the house. She was in pretty good shape as a single mother, a soft figure with moderate hips and lengthy brown hair. Lethia preferred to keep her hair shorter than her mother’s lengthy straight flowing hair, yet at times she wondered how she looked if she let it grow out like her mother.
After putting away the basket and pole, Lethia pulled off her boots and shimmied out of her pants. Stretching her legs a bit, toes wiggling free from the confines of her boots, Lethia made a light, hopping jog to the kitchen where her mother was scooping out a bowl of stew. “What took you so long to get home today, Lethia? I know sometimes sales are a bit rough, but this is getting to be a little bit too common.” Her mother’s voice was thick with concern, but Lethia waved it away.
“How can sales ever be rough with YOUR plants of all herbalists here, mom? A Huldra druid trained you!” Lethia exclaimed, chuckling at her words to try and hide a nervous twitch in her tone. Her mother gave her a look and a small smile.
“Don’t dodge the question, Lethia. These late excursions are getting a little too common. I know the road between our two towns is short, but I do still worry about you. Bandits and Were-” Lethia’s mother shivered for a moment. “Werewolves have been caught along the road before.”
“Yeah, they’ve been caught, Mom. With so many hunters and militia from the Blood Blades patrolling the road, what could possibly happen to me?”
“Your father happened,” the tart reply came, which caused Lethia to blush and look down. Her mother wordlessly looked over to a framed painting of a man in studded leather armor, the standard affair for town militia. His face had been ripped off, and in the bottom right corner was written ‘For Amelia’.
Amelia took a shallow breath. “You were only two years of age, too young to really remember your father or what happened. Now, why don’t you just tell me why you’ve been getting home late?”
Lethia took a bowl and helped herself to her supper with a resigned sigh.
“Some of the hunting boys were flirting with me again, saying they had managed to catch a massive boar. Apparently, the beast had smashed through a few wagons along the roads beyond Huntersden. They wanted to take me to the local tavern and celebrate with drinks.”
“Mmm... drinks paid by whom?” Amelia asked, making Lethia flinch.
“They paid, Mom, I promise. Though I did want to buy myself some more. I just didn’t have any money aside from the profits from your flowers.” 

Lethia felt anxious over some key details she was leaving out. Her mother turned and offered her hand, palm up, and Lethia responded by putting the profit’s pouch into her hand. She quickly calculated the coins inside of the purse and their weight. Satisfied it was as accurate as it should be, she put the pouch down on a nearby table. 

“They did invite me to be at the tavern tomorrow as they are going to be serving the boar in a celebratory feast. They even asked me to invite you as well,” Lethia offered.

Amelia softly puffed her cheeks, blowing out air as she took a small log and fed it to the embers below the cooking pot.
“That’s sweet of them, really, but I’m not able to go. You know I have to stay here and tend to my plants and people who need medical attention. Make sure you tell them I am flattered by the offer.” 

Amelia stood back up, “Now, why don’t you eat your dinner, then go up and get yourself washed up? It’s late, and you need an early start for tomorrow. I'll have all your things ready for the trip in the morning. Gunthor wrote to me. He needs to leave just after dawn tomorrow as he has to receive orders from his customers.”
With a simple nod, Lethia quickly made her way to the second floor of the wooden cottage they lived in. 

The upper floor consisted of a single tub with a secondary fireplace for warming water for baths and a bedroom where the two slept in separate beds. She set the embers ablaze to warm the bathwater while she finished her meal. With a relaxed sigh, she undid her ponytail and lay in the water for a little while.
She did feel bad about the white lie she left her mother. She was given extra money from a customer, and she felt she deserved a reward. She was the one who made the long trek to the neighboring village every day to sell the medicine her mother grew. Rain, snow, sun, or fog, she would make the journey by tagging a ride with a wagon if she was lucky, but when the roads were too muddy for reliable wagon transport, she had to make the trek on foot. “I march between the villages, through rain and snow. I should have some kind of treat, right?” she mused. “We live comfortably here, making enough money to afford what we need. Everyone here treats us nicely.”
Looking down at her reflection in the water, she laughed at herself as she reached for the soap to wash. “Yeah... everyone treats us nicely because of my uncle. Besides... some of the hunters are kind of cute... maybe I wanna decide to... stay the night.” She chuckled to herself. “Yeah, that would go over well with Mom. ‘Where did you sleep, Lethia?’ ‘Oh, just with some boy.’”
“I better hope the boy is both cute and a proper gentleman, then,” her mother responded as she turned into the bedroom, leaving a startled and embarrassed Lethia curled up in the bathtub, her face warm enough to heat the water. After a moment, she looked back out of the tub, a thought creeping into her mind about the topic of meeting boys.
“Hey, Mom, how did you meet dad?” 

Amelia poked her head through the doorway, surprise clear on her face at the unexpected question. 

“I mean, like, I guess if we're talking about meeting boys, how did you meet him?” Lethia continued, seeing her mom’s look of discomfort as she closed her eyes. Amelia took a slow breath and walked into the bathroom.
“He was on patrol when he found an injured wolf pup and brought him to me. I was so used to soldiers and mercenaries having too little care for life. Your uncle and I always cherished life; as you know, he became a mercenary to protect people rather than just for glory.” She sat on the edge of the tub and watched her own reflection. “I was so moved that your father, clad in armor and armed with tools of death, would take the time to rescue a wild animal which, in the end, had no impact on his life. He even knew a little bit of medicine himself, something so uncommon in mercenaries these days. Talisan approved of him very quickly, the charmer.” Lethia smiled, enjoying the idea that she came from such a loving lineage. “It still hurts to talk about your father,” she added before standing up and adding fuel to the water furnace. “If you're done, I think I'll have a turn now in the bath.”

Lethia left her mom to relax in the warm waters. As she crawled into her blankets, a howl echoed out in the night. She sat up and looked out the window towards the sound. “Weird... it sounds almost musical instead of feral.” As the howls died out, she shrugged, lying back down and allowing sleep to overtake her.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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As the first light cracked the night sky in half, Lethia could feel the first early rays strike her face. With a yawn, she sat up, looking out the window as the blankets slid off her frame. She sat there for a moment to enjoy the feeling of the morning sun along her naked olive skin, stretching a little bit to help get the tiredness out of her body. Her mother walked into the bedroom, boots gently knocking on the floor as she had just come in from the garden. 

“Morning sweetie, glad to see you awake on time. You need to get going,” she said softly. “I made some porridge for you before you go, and... sweetie...” Amelia walked up to her daughter and hugged her tightly, which Lethia returned with a light giggle. “Just remember Lethia, I love you dearly, and always will. Make sure you come home safe for me today, okay?”
“I know you do, Mom, I'll make sure I’m home safe and sound as always,” she replied as she slowly pulled away from the warm embrace. “Though if I’m going to catch Gunthor, I do need to get dressed and get going.”

With a nod, her mother headed back downstairs to tend to her fields while Lethia finished getting dressed. It was moments like these that reminded her why she needed to make sure to be home: She was the only family her mother had left.
While going through her dresser, she paused to decide what to wear. The celebration was tonight, maybe she should wear something a little more flirty. She had a cute skirt designed by a Huldra seamstress, a gift from her uncle. It was a long skirt with a slit running up the left, straight to the hip, coloured a soft moss green. Parts of the skirt had material that was rather transparent, showing some more thigh and curves without exposing herself. She smiled as she imagined herself in it, before remembering she still needed to be walking all through town among horses and other beasts. Putting it away and grabbing her favorite pair of tan breeches, she remarked to herself, “Kind of like pants more anyway, even if those skirts make me feel pretty.”
Once she had everything together, she raced down stairs and powered through her breakfast, to the amusement of her mother. They shared one more hug before Lethia bid farewell and ran off to find her ride.
Clouds had moved in, turning the bright morning dreary. That didn’t sour Lethia’s mood as she ran towards the carpenter’s workshop to meet up with Gunthor. Spotting Lethia, the burly, older gentleman gave a nod and slapped the back of the wagon, where Lethia hoisted herself up. 
A nearby journeyman was bringing out goods to load into the wagon and saw Lethia jump in. “You get what he means? I was just sent here from our original masters from the capital to learn from him. Why is he so silent?”
Lethia blinked at the journeyman. “You were never told? Gunthor’s a mute. Some grey Mercenaries attacked a long time ago and his throat got slashed open, or so I heard. My mother was able to keep him alive until a priest healed him, but he wasn’t able to heal him completely. Since then, he’s been unable to speak. Us locals learned to interpret what he means, though.”
“Your mother must be a talented woman to be able to have kept him alive. Even with healing magic, something like that should have been lethal.” The man glanced at his boss. “Blood healing can’t fix something like that normally, right?”
“It depends on the person, actually,” Lethia began to explain, remembering her Uncle’s lesson. “Someone in a status of wealth and power requires far more blood to heal. Gunther here is a simple carpenter, so it’s much easier to heal him magically. It’s hard to explain, I don’t study magic, but the stronger and more influential someone is, the harder it is to heal them. However, to bring someone back to life, it would take all the blood from someone to do it, so the person reviving someone who died, would just die in the process.”
“So the priest just sealed the wound instead of fixing it, huh?” he asked, looking her over. “You seem to know quite a lot for a simple village girl.”

Lethia smiled at the inquiry, leaning forward from her seat. “My Uncle is the leader of the Silver Shields. He’s told me about life outside of the twin towns, so I’m a little more aware of the world than most.” A crack of the whip, a jolt from the wagon, and Lethia flinched as it was pulled along.
“Well you certainly seem like a good travel companion. Have a safe trip with the master!” The journeyman called after Lethia.

The trip through the woods was expected to be uneventful, but not long after they left town, someone else hopped onto the back of the wagon. Lethia blinked at the stranger, confused. He didn’t seem to realize the company at first, or perhaps he was just being aloof. It wasn’t unheard of for people to catch rides along the roads.

He was a curious gentleman in a flamboyant set of clothes with an array of different colors: blues, purples and some yellow accents. He sported pantaloons and some slightly curved shoes more designed for appearance than travel. He also carried a flute on his side, and a pack filled with papers, scrolls and other writing odds and ends. He looked over towards Lethia and gave a curt nod as a greeting, long tail wagging on the other side of his body.
“Hello there, young lady, heading towards Huntersden as well?” he asked, his voice light and playful, whimsy at its purest. “If so, then maybe I can help pass the time with a song, a ballad or a story of the recent times while I’ve been about. My name is Howard the Minstrel, wandering around to find stories so I can let others know about the tides of towns.” He gestured his hand in a dramatic flair; a showman indeed, and a quick talker.
“Lethia Azalea, pleasure to meet you,” she replied with a nod towards the rambunctious individual. Upon hearing the name, his eyes lit up like candles, tail swaying rapidly with interest.
“Do my ears trick me? Azalea? As in related to the legendary leader of the Silver Shields Talisan Azalea? Pardon my excitement, but I feel like I just ran into a celebrity by sheer chance! Yet I have to wonder. Why does a relative of such a prestigious man live so far out of the way? Surely he would treat even his extended family with part of the royal fame he has earned, would he not?”
“That was mostly due to my father,” Lethia explained. “I was told he was a town guard and he wanted to live a more simple life out in the frontier, where he met my mother. He disappeared a long time ago when I was too young to know him, but my mother tells me stories about him. No one told me what happened to him, though.”
“Oh ho, so the request of the dearly passed, I see. Forgive me for being so tart, if I had known... Well, such a statement is crude when one cannot know. We cannot read minds, and I’m certainly no magic user who could. Would you like to hear more news of your uncle, my sweet Leth?” he offered as he pulled out his flute, giving a quick test on it. Lethia noticed the flute had a rather ornate wolf design to it, piquing her curiosity. The head of the wolf at the end gave it the sense of howling when Howard played the instrument, or maybe a wolf trying to sing.
“As you may know, the famous Guild Competitions are starting, and the Silver Shields are poised to once again take the top spot. Talisan continues to lead them into glorious victory, though with his standards of recruits the way it is, it’s little surprise. He only accepts the best of the best because he wants to be sure they can keep up with him. Though how one can keep up with his unorthodox way of fighting with a shield, well...” Howard gave a brief laugh before continuing. “They have a new recruit as well, a lamia who is the first one to have ever joined a guild in all of Celosia, or more appropriately, the Northern Commonwealth. Everyone knows the military in the Land of the Three Kings employ’s lamia’s as well, but in the commonwealth where the plight of their struggle is strong, it’s a significant stride towards fixing it. They say she is an absolute powerhouse who can use the stumps of trees as clubs and can even pin down two Draconian all on her own. Certainly a significant advantage to have in any military or even a sports event. Their rivals of course have been working on their own secret weapon, or so I hear. As to what Hicoth the fire wyrm has been planning, I do not know. He’s been quite secretive about it.” 

The news made Lethia chuckle softly as it certainly sounded like the determined Red Draconian. She’d heard a few stories of him from her uncle when he’d come to visit.

“Well, it certainly sounds interesting,” Lethia said. “One year, I'll have to try and make the journey to the capital so I could watch the games instead of hearing about them. Who do you root for yourself?”

The minstrel smirked. “To be honest, not the Silver Shields. Sure they are famous and for good reason, but I’m a little bit of a gambler at heart. No, I like to vote for the Northern Pride, the survivalists of our wildlands. I’m always surprised to see them do so poorly in the games. They don’t focus on combat as much as the other guilds, so you would think they would have a more robust skill set.”
“My uncle says it’s because their guild leader isn’t very competitive. She’s more sympathetic, and while she does allow her guild to compete, she’s far more interested in saving lives over having fame and fortune. Most of her guild feels the same way, which is weird considering the name of their guild. I mean, the merchant republic isn’t the most sympathetic government body.”
“Aah, but the current leader did inherit the guild, so perhaps the original goal of the guild is lost from the passing of generations,” the minstrel supplied, which made Lethia pause to consider the fact.
“Well what about news of the other guilds? I hear news about Minerva’s Blood Blades easily enough. They supply the patrols and town militia all over the Northern Commonwealth. They keep wanting to recruit my mother as a temple healer. We joke about how they act like she could heal gods.” Lethia laughed, remembering how many times her mother had had to strong arm a priest out of the house.
“The other two guilds? Not much more different than what you may know perhaps. The Shadow’s Ally, secretive assassins as always. Hearing news about them is like finding gold in the swamps. You’re likely to drown first. As for the Iron Drakes?” He paused, as if recollecting something that had slipped his memory. “Oh, I remember, they have been experimenting with Nephele and artillery. They believe they could recruit the Nephele spirits into those new cannons to produce mobile artillery. Living artillery, walking, talking and completely independent. Raw magical devastation from above! Imagine it, raining down thunder, lightning and fire!”
Lethia’s eyes lit up at the thought of raining literal Armageddon down upon an enemy army. Howard began to play to pass the time, satisfied enough with the conversation as the wagon continued onward. After a while, he looked Lethia over while fiddling with his instrument, taking in her features.
"A lovely lady lass, baskets filled with pleasant smells.
Sits beside me on this wagon, oh how swell.
Hair as pure as earth and a smile filled with fire.
Of Silver lineage she was wrought.
A humbling life of a healer was she brought." 

Lethia blushed heavily at the song the bard made for her. Howard simply continued on playing his flute the rest of the way.
The journey itself lasted a few hours, and the wagon arrived at Huntersden before noon. Hopping off, Lethia bid farewell to her travel companions. Taking a specially designed pole Gunther left for her, she took her mother’s herbs and placed them in hanging baskets. She put them on hooks on the pole and eased it onto her shoulders to hang from, then casually rested her arms along the top half of the pole as she wandered through town in the morning. 
While the mainstay of her home was mostly farmers, carpenters and lumberjacks, Huntersden was home to foragers, breeders, leather working and of course, hunters. Similar to back home, the only people who wore clothes were merchants, to help stand out, hunters leaving for the daily hunt, and the standing Militia. With the town being a little richer than Floraine, few people would wear silks to accent curves and jewelry to show off status. Silver or gold headpieces, jangling bracelets and jeweled thigh bands or silken garters.
After selling a number of herbs, she looked at the sun and saw it was approaching noon. Inside the tavern, she met the local bar keep, trading a basket of herbs for food. They had an agreement her mother made so Lethia could always have a meal while working.
The rest of her day went by pretty normally, switching from free-selling herbs to delivering packages meant for specific people and regulars. She approached a house which sat just beside the guard post near the rear of the village: a regular customer who required a specific kind of herb which helped curb a terrible allergy he was born with. He was in charge of skinning and preparing the hides the hunters would bring back, so he would get a lot of news. Lethia gulped nervously; he was a gruff, tough love kind of man who always seemed to have something to say. It didn’t help that he could see through a lie as if it never existed.
As Lethia approached his home, the door opened, and the sickly looking man gave her a rather nasty glare, made worse by the naturally sunken features he wore, accented by the massive overcoat. Lethia felt herself shrinking under his gaze as she fiddled in her pack to get the herbs he required. “So I heard you spent some time at the local tavern yesterday,” he started as Lethia’s motions slowed down and her face went pale. “Had a little bit of fun with some of the money I gave you?”
Lethia felt hot shame in her cheeks. She hadn’t even said anything, and he already knew. She pulled out the herbs and sighed in defeat. “I... I did, yes... Mr. Juria” she admitted, holding the small flower in her hand. “It was supposed to be for my mom, not for me and... I... wanted to treat myself since I do all the running around for her.”
“You do all the running around sure, but Amelia is the one who puts her very life into these plants. These same plants allow people like me to survive in these environments, Lethia. You shouldn’t be taking advantage of her and of the good faith of her customers. Of your customers, I should add.” His words lashed at Lethia like a bullwhip, making her wince at them and feeling the wretched sensation of shame inside of her chest. The sickly man sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Look... I won’t tell anyone what you did, this time. But only because I know some of the younger hunters are a bit rowdy; not that you're much better, it seems. It’s also supposed to be a celebration today, and I don’t want to spoil the mood any more than it already has been.”
“Wait, it’s already being spoiled? What do you mean?” Lethia asked, having snapped out of her guilt enough to hand over the Druidic flower.
“Bandits struck at dawn. Nothing serious, thankfully, but a lot of the town guard chased after them to try and root out their camp in the woods, so a lot of people are not in town, and we’re left with a token patrol. We still have the hunters in town and they make decent militia, but our grand celebration is going to be missing a handful of people.” He pulled out a small pouch filled with coins and put it in Lethia’s hands. “This is for today. No extra this time, and if I do hear about you spending your mother’s earnings again, I will spread the word. You're a good woman, Lethia, don’t make me think otherwise,” he warned her, giving her hand a light slap before taking his medicine and going inside. Left at the front door, chest tight with regret, she put the money away and walked out.
“I just wanted to live a little bit... what’s so wrong with that?” she argued with herself as the voice in her head responded, ‘I still took advantage of someone’s trust and good intention, and for what? A few pints of alcohol and some flirting with a few boys? Is it really worth ruining my own reputation?’ 

“No it isn’t, yet it felt nice to be able to do so,” she answered herself, rubbing her arms to comfort her hurt morals. Thankfully, the rest of her normal customers hadn’t heard a word as was promised, and her day went by smoothly enough. After finishing the rest of the deliveries, it was finally time to head to the tavern for the promised celebration.
As Lethia approached the tavern situated at the heart of the village, she could already see lots of people filing through. Men and women laughed as they walked through the door held open by a tavern girl wearing a flower-lined skirt and festive tops representing the pantheon. While all the skirts worn by the male and female staff were the same, every top was different. A few of the men and women wore vines, hardly hiding their chest to represent Damien and Gaia, the father and mother of the pantheon. Following them, some wore simple studded or hardened leather to represent Minerva, who protects them. To represent the god of disease, people would slap on body paint, mostly purples and greens for Borus. Finally, those who chose to represent Hilgith wore a veil over their eyes and strips of black cloth hanging off of their bodies.
Lethia helped herself to a bench as people filled the tavern and the staff quickly bounced from table to table. A woman dressed in Hilgith’s rags approached Lethia, grinning as she put on a mockingly wispy voice. “What shall be the lady’s final drink of the hour?” Chuckling, Lethia waved a hand to turn down the offer. 

“Aaah, staying pure before your final judgment, how admirable,” the waitress said in a husky tone, before breaking into laughter. “Ah, I just can’t hold that tone. Don’t worry, hun, I'll get you some water.” With that, she wandered back behind the ever expanding crowd.
Not being from town, she didn’t get to take part in the grand carving of the boar, though she could certainly see it. The boar had to have been a Nephele monster; it was as big as a small horse. She remembered Talisan telling her when monsters died, their bodies would melt, so this creature had to have been naturally made. Yet the sheer size of the creature felt far too mythical, perhaps a rogue wizard’s experiment.
Singing snapped Lethia out of her daze as a few of the musically talented locals started up a song while the servings of the boar began to be sent out. Suddenly, wafts of wonderfully prepared food aromas filled the room as the doors to the back kitchens opened. It was difficult to smell anything with a large crowd blocking the way, yet the powerful and delicious scents from the kitchen powered through even to the back. She almost missed the song starting up, wrapped up in all the delicious smells. A woman’s voice cut through the crowd, bringing the laughter to a brief pause.
‘There once was a lady who grew a tree.
She would weep all day to feed it water. 
The only thing so sad she could give to thee.

Was the grief of a barren mother.

Along came a man whose vigor did flow.

He saw the woe of a weeping willow.

He picked her up, to bestow his love and plow.

Siblings three were born to follow.

They each took tools to carve the lands.

The once barren tree had life in which to grow.

The family came together and laid out plans.

Today our homes shall prosper both high and low.’

With the poem sung, Lethia suddenly found her table filled with food. Her eyes grew wide at the assortment before her. Roast boar sliced into hearty pieces with fire roasted vegetables and potatoes. A large pot filled with hearty stew was placed at the center for everyone sitting by her to enjoy. As the hungry girl tore into the food, she could feel how soft and tender the boar was cooked. She could swear she could have cut it with her fork. Savory herbs and sweet honey danced on her tongue with every chew, warming her face. Taking a bowl, she filled it with a stew, smelling of rosemary and fruit. Chunks of dried berries had been stewed with boar meat and potatoes. Breads and cheeses were being offered regularly, and the out of town girl ravaged down every helping she was offered.
The taps flowed, booze being slung around like entertainers’ kissing lips. A hand rested on Lethia’s shoulder as she was nursing the bowl of soup. Looking over her shoulder and up, she saw the hunting boy from the other day, clean shaven and hair combed. His face was a soft red, warm from alcohol as he leaned down. “Lethia, I was hoping to see you here.” Lethia blushed, put her bowl down, and leaned back just a touch. The scent of booze on his breath was the only thing marring his charisma. “I was hoping, perhaps you would like to avoid the long trek home and spend a warm night here.”
At first, Lethia was going to deny the offer of having him buy a room for her. Then she noticed the lust in his eyes, and her cheeks began to match his own. Her eyes trailed down, and she could see the fuzzy chest and toned abs of someone who hunted for a living. Licking her lips, she quickly grabbed her mug of water and took a drought, cooling herself for a minute. “I’d love to, but I promised my mother I would be home tonight. I’ve been getting home very late the last few days, so today, I really should be home on time.”
“Aw, come on, one night is not going to be a problem. You show up in the morning, tell her you stayed the night, and it’s no big deal.”
“No!” Lethia replied harshly, causing a few people to look. Laughing nervously, she adjusted herself. “No, sorry. We talked about my dad, and I’m all she has. If I don’t return home today, she is going to go mad with worry.”
The hunter’s expression softened into a gentle smile. “Then perhaps spare me a kiss for the road?” 

Lethia relaxed in his arms, happy that even when a touch drunk, he was listening to her.
“Alright, one kiss, though I’m sure you get enough kisses from your hunting friends,” she replied before leaning forward to kiss his cheek. The hunter laughed at the remark, pulling back. He took Lethia’s hand and kissed the back of it, bidding her farewell with half-lidded eyes. Lethia watched him vanish into the crowd before noticing the sun through a window. “Damn, time really does fly by fast. I gotta get home. Can’t miss the last cart.”
As she passed by the bar front, the chef spotted her and waved her over. “Lethia, wait a moment.” He called out, causing the girl to pause. “Let me give you some food before you go. There is far more than enough for us here. Your mother would love all of this. Call it my thank you for everything you do for us.” Lethia brightened up and opened up her empty rucksack. She imagined it would be a small helping of food, but she buckled when the chef dropped a couple pounds of meat and vegetables, still warm, into the bag.
“By Minerva's blood! That’s so much, thank you!” Lethia gasped, putting the rucksack back on. “This would keep us fed for weeks easily.”
“Just be sure to tell the pretty lass hello for me,” the chef said. “Now go to the inn and get yourself a room.”
“I can’t stay, sorry, I need to get home today.” Lethia interrupted him. Without waiting for another word, she hurried out the door, the chef calling out to her, words lost in the din of celebration.
Making her way to the gate, she rounded the corner to find all but a single wagon was gone. “Wow, guess I wasn’t the only one to leave early,” she huffed in frustration. 

She found the driver of the wagon, passed out in his seat, a mug of booze and a bowl with scraps of food left. His horse sat nearby, grazing on random tufts of grass in the ground. “Well... guess he’s not an option. By foot it is.”
Walking to the town gate proper, there was only a single guard standing watch. Smirking, Lethia continued to walk forward until the guard stepped forward. “Excuse me, ma’am, I’m going to have to stop you there.”
“Not a chance, friend,” she countered, grinning to herself as she leaned forward, ready to run. The guard blinked in confusion before taking another step toward her.
“Ma’am, I’m serious, no one is allowed to-” By impulse, Lethia began to sprint quickly, making the guard panic from her actions. She noticed he was holding a spear in his left hand. With a sudden motion, she stepped to his weapon arm instead of his open hand. As she suspected, the guard didn’t know whether to drop the spear to grab her or reach with his other arm, instead flailing as she ran by. The guard turned and yelled out after her, “Stop! It’s dangerous in the woods, there’s been a report of werewolves!” But the words echoed back to him as the road stood empty once again.
It didn’t take very long for Lethia to start regretting her choice to leave town the way she did. It had already been over an hour into her journey, and the sun had set a little faster than she remembered. “Must be approaching the cold seasons already... just my luck.” She sighed, hefting her backpack on her shoulders. She began to wistfully think about the one hunter who had asked her to spend the night with him. He certainly seemed like a cute boy, maybe a few years older than her, but there wasn’t anything wrong with that, right? He was a hunter, so he had a fit body, strong arms, and a well-groomed face that made him look rugged yet refined. Though coming from a duram father, it looked weird for a human to have two differently coloured eyes.
She was so lost in thought, she didn’t notice the curious sound of music in the wind until it sounded quite close. A smile spread on her face as she turned towards the music floating on the breeze to see Howard. “Thank goodness, a travel companion.” She chuckled with relief. “Here I thought you would have stayed in Huntersden. Enjoy traveling at night as well? It’s a glorious full moon, I’ve always loved watching it.”

Suddenly, she felt a strange fear grip her heart as she noticed he wasn’t playing his flute, yet she could still hear a whistling howl in the distance. In spite of the fear in her heart, she let Howard approach her, who gave the lone woman a smile. A smile which made her skin crawl. 
“Such a bold, young woman, traveling between the towns all on her own with most of the militia occupied with bandits. Did the guard not warn you? There was a werewolf spotted in the woods,” he said, his voice still as upbeat and musical as in the morning.
Run.
“No? My, oh my, such a silly thing not to tell a lovely lady such as yourself. Alone and oh so vulnerable in the forest.” He picked up his flute and played a few notes. The howling sounded like it echoed from all around Lethia.
RUN.
“What’s the matter, Lethia? You look like you're seeing a monster,” Howard said, his musical tone turning malicious. Raising the flute to his lips, he played a few more notes which carried on the breeze. “Or is it that you guessed who I am... oh don’t fret about me, I’m no beast... but my companions are, and in return for my safety, I agreed I would be a scout for them. After all, I need to stay alive. How else can I travel the roads in these dangerous times as a rare male Huldra? All I need to do is find foolish people who travel on their own.”
Having heard enough, Lethia turned on her heel and sprinted down the road. She barely saw a rock flying at her in time for her to dive off to the side, dropping the pole she carried, watching the projectile soar by her head. As she turned back, Howard had a sling in his hand, and from behind him, a werewolf was galloping her way, quickly gaining on her. 

She pushed herself back onto her feet and sprinted into the nearby woods. On the open road, she stood no chance at outrunning the werebeast. She had to rely on her knowledge of the nearby woods to try and out maneuver the charging beast behind her.
It was at this time Lethia was very thankful she was wearing pants instead of a dress. The werewolf was out of sight, but Lethia knew she was not safe yet. 

Hopping over a root, she remembered the food in her backpack. No wonder the sense of danger she felt wasn’t fading; the werewolf had a scent to easily track. Thinking quickly, she slipped the backpack off, gripped the handle and flung it in the opposite direction she was running. The distraction seemed to have worked as the sounds of branches snapping faded in the distance and came to a brief stop, while she herself ran for some distance. She didn’t know what direction she was going in anymore, all she knew was to just keep going. Werewolves were deadly and efficient hunters. The distraction may have bought her time, but not much.
A blind turn around a large tree sent her hurtling off the edge of a small hill, landing on a branch which broke from the impact. The sound of the breaking tree limb, and of the breath leaving her body, felt too loud to her ears. Lethia’s head spun, throbbing from the impact, and her vision blurred. Grabbing the tree limb, she used it to hoist herself up and onto her feet as she picked up the sounds of heavy breathing. It found her trail! In a panic, she ran again, desperate to find something to hide in.

Sliding on the soil and fallen leaves below her, she turned sharply towards what looked like a cabin just as the werewolf plowed through the woods right behind her. She hefted a branch and swung as hard as she could. The mangled, heavy end collided into the werewolf’s face, gnarled and twisted wood digging painful into his face and the weight briefly disorientating him. The branch itself snapped from the impact under its own weight and the sturdiness of a werebeast, though it bought Lethia precious seconds to clear the field and into the cabin beyond.
Open and shut, the door groaned in protest at the sudden and rough handling. The house itself seemed to creak and groan in response, as if annoyed someone had used it with such carelessness and force. Lethia spotted a bookshelf with moldy papers and collapsing tomes. Thinking fast, she ran to the other side and pushed the heavy bookshelf towards the door, barely getting it secured before a heavy slam caused her to cry out in panic. Splinters flew from the hinges of the door, and while the extra weight stopped the initial charge, it
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