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Prologue

Continent of Torus 

Alivia worked in the trench, almost knee-deep in the dark, dense peat.

Cold muck swallowed her legs with every movement, thick as wet clay and smelling of rot, stagnant water, and crushed plant matter. The bog stretched endlessly around her beneath a pale gray sky, carved into long trenches where dozens of laborers toiled in silence broken only by the squelch of mud and the scrape of iron tools.

She wore little more than a long tunic that stopped at the knees. Mud caked her ankles and elbows in heavy layers, bits of moss and roots clinging stubbornly to her skin and tangled curls. Her fingers were numb from the cold water seeped into the bog, yet sweat rolled down the back of her neck despite the chill wind.

Other elf workers had already stripped back the top layer of heather and moss, exposing the rich black peat beneath. Now laborers like her harvested it block by block, feeding the endless hunger of Torus.

It was the lifeblood of the continent.

Peat heated homes, fueled furnaces, breweries, bakeries, and bathhouses. Merchants built fortunes from it. Nobles lined their estates with wealth born from the bogs.

Alivia knew she would see almost none of it. At best, she might earn enough coin for a few bruised vegetables from the market after her shift ended. Perhaps stale bread if the baker was feeling generous.

Her stomach twisted painfully at the thought.

The only tool she possessed was a worn slán, its wooden shaft smooth from years of use by hands not her own. The perpendicular metal wing attached to one side of the blade had dulled with age, forcing her to use more strength with every cut.

She drove it deep into the peat. The wet earth resisted before finally giving way with a sucking tear. She sliced out another clean, rectangular block and hauled it upward with trembling arms.

Her muscles burned.

The eleven-year-old elf had been working since dawn’s first light, and now the sun stood high overhead behind a veil of clouds. Her shoulders throbbed. Blisters beneath her palms had burst hours ago, leaving raw skin that stung every time the slán shifted in her grip.

Three more hours, she reminded herself. Three more until supper.

Her body cried out for food now. The smell drifting from the distant cook fires only worsened it—thin cabbage broth and onions. Hardly a feast, but enough to make her mouth water.

“Block!”

Alivia lifted the peat brick overhead. Workers standing atop the trench bank snatched it from her hands without so much as a glance, stacking it carefully to dry beneath the weak sunlight.

The rhythm never stopped.

The mud sucked greedily at her legs as she turned for another cut. Exhaustion made her movements sluggish, and more than once she nearly lost balance.

Then came the sound she dreaded most: Bootsteps.

The shift manager made his rounds along the trench edge, hands clasped behind his back like some noble inspecting a kingdom. His beer belly bulged over his belt, straining the buttons of his coat. Gold rings adorned his long ears, and smoke curled lazily from the pipe clenched between yellowed teeth.

His sharp violet eyes moved across the drying peat stacks before settling on her.

Alivia lowered her gaze immediately. Even at eleven, she had learned what certain looks meant.

“Aye, girlie,” Talón barked, voice rough with smoke and ale, “if your numbers are below standard rate again, I’m cuttin’ your pay in half.”

He jabbed the pipe stem toward her.

“Move. Your. Ass.”

Before she could answer, his boot slammed into her rear.

Alivia pitched forward with a cry, face-first into the bog.

Cold muck flooded her mouth and nose. The taste was foul—bitter soil and decay. Laughter rose faintly from somewhere nearby, quickly silenced as the other workers avoided looking at her.

Humiliation burned hotter than the ache in her body.

She pushed herself upright slowly, mud dripping from her curls and chin. Her cheeks flushed, though whether from anger or shame she no longer knew. Tears stung her eyes immediately, but she forced them back as best she could.

“Yes, Master Talón,” she said quickly, voice trembling. “Right away.”

The overseer grunted and moved on, boots crunching across the peat bank.

Alivia wiped mud from her face with shaking hands.

A tear slipped free anyway.

She scrubbed it away angrily before anyone could see and bent once more to her work, driving the slán back into the earth as the bog swallowed her up again.

***

Alivia came home to her village hut with dried mud caked across nearly every inch of her body.

The peat had hardened around her ankles and calves like cracked clay, making each step stiff and uncomfortable. Dead leaves crunched beneath her feet as she trudged along the narrow dirt path between huts. Smoke from cookfires drifted lazily through the village, carrying the scent of burning peat and boiling vegetables. Somewhere nearby, a child laughed while a dog barked hoarsely at passing workers heading toward the night shift.

Alivia kept her head down.

In one hand she carried a woven basket containing turnips, radishes, and a few dirt-covered potatoes for supper. The vegetables knocked softly together with each exhausted step. Her shoulders sagged beneath invisible weight.

As she approached the Byrne hut, she spotted her grandmother standing outside beside a large iron cauldron suspended over a peat fire. Steam rolled upward in thick clouds, carrying the comforting aroma of onions and herbs. The old she-elf stood hunched beneath layered, tattered robes thrown over a simple tunic. Though age had bent her back and forced her to lean on a crooked walking stick, there was still strength in her bearing and warmth in her smile.

Her dark brown skin had wrinkled deeply over the years, but her bright amber eyes still gleamed with life whenever they fell upon Alivia.

“My little ‘Liv has returned home,” Grandmother Emese called warmly, “and just as your parents left for the night shift no less.”

Alivia managed a weak wave. The familiar ache returned immediately.

She could not remember the last time the entire family had shared a meal together. Her parents worked opposite shifts just to keep enough food in the hut. Some mornings she only caught glimpses of them half asleep before leaving for the bogs herself.

“Hi, Gran-Gran,” she muttered softly. “I got the food for the stew.”

“Good, lass. I knew you would.”

Alivia emptied the basket carefully onto the old cutting stone beside the cauldron. The slab had belonged to the family for generations, worn smooth by centuries of blades and weather. Grandmother Emese always claimed her own mother had used it before her.

Despite wrists thin and frail with age, the old elf insisted on cutting the vegetables herself.

The knife tapped rhythmically against stone.

Alivia lowered herself onto a nearby tree stump with a tired groan. Her knees throbbed. Her hands rested limply atop them as exhaustion settled deep into her bones. The fire warmed her chilled skin, but it could not touch the heaviness inside her chest.

“What’s wrong, lass?” Emese asked without looking up. “You look mighty downtrodden, and that just won’t do.”

Alivia glanced upward.

Her grandmother’s knife continued moving with effortless precision despite her attention being fully on Alivia. Turnips became neat cubes beneath practiced hands.

She won’t let this go unless I answer, Alivia realized.

She sighed quietly.

“I...” The words caught in her throat. Her backside still ached from Master Talón’s kick. Every muscle in her body screamed from labor. But that was not the worst of it.

It was the feeling beneath the pain.

The hopelessness.

“I’m just tired,” she said finally. “That’s all.”

Grandmother Emese snorted knowingly.

“You’re thinkin’ to yourself, ‘how can I get outta this mudpool village for Laktane’s sake?’” She smirked. “Am I wrong?”

Alivia straightened abruptly, cheeks burning hot.

“Gran-Gran!”

Shame twisted in her stomach. The Byrnes had lived in Morrison for generations beyond counting. Leaving was something other elves did—wealthy merchants, warriors, adventurers from story scrolls. Not girls born knee-deep in bogwater.

“No,” Alivia insisted quickly. “I belong here with the family. I can’t leave you all.”

The elderly elf laughed softly, the sound warm as the fire crackling beneath the cauldron.

“Nonsense, ‘Liv.” She pointed the knife gently toward her granddaughter. “You don’t belong here in the mud like the rest of us.”

Alivia blinked.

“I’ve watched you read whenever you can,” Emese continued. “That alone puts you ahead of most folk in this village. You’ve got a future beyond this place. Far beyond it.”

Alivia lowered her gaze.

It was true. Whenever she found scraps of parchment, she read them obsessively. Market notices. Trade ledgers left unattended. Even wanted posters nailed to trees around the village. Over time the symbols and sounds had begun making sense to her naturally.

Still, she never believed it meant anything important.

“I don’t think I can leave...” Alivia admitted quietly, biting her lip hard enough to hurt.

The thought terrified her. Beyond Morrison lay endless forests, cities larger than imagination, mountains filled with monsters and spirits from old stories. She had never even traveled beyond the neighboring bog routes.

“You must, my sweet child,” Emese said gently.

The old elf reached across the fire and took Alivia’s muddy hand into her weathered one. Her skin felt warm and rough like old bark.

“The Goddess Laktane pays out good fortune to those who seek their destiny,” she whispered. “All you need to do is chase that fire in your heart, and the Goddess will reward your efforts.”

The stew bubbled softly beside them. Smoke drifted upward into the darkening evening sky while distant village bells rang for shift change.

“Go further beyond, lass,” Emese murmured. “Further than me. Further than your parents ever did. That’s what I dream for you.”

She reached up and lifted Alivia’s chin gently, forcing the young elf to meet her gaze.

In that moment, staring into her grandmother’s fierce, unwavering eyes, something awakened inside Alivia Byrne.

Not hope. Something stronger.

Purpose.

For the first time in her young life, she understood that the world might hold something greater for her than mud trenches and hunger.

She would leave Morrison someday.

She would raise the Byrne name to heights no one from the bog village had ever imagined.

In Her Coils
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