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Prologue
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A small figure threaded through the underbrush, moving with the careless grace of someone who had never learned to be afraid of the forest. His paws barely disturbed the soft loam as he wove between ferns and exposed roots, gaining speed before launching himself off a fallen log. For a moment he hung suspended in the dappled afternoon light, clawed hands swiping through the air toward a feather that danced just beyond his reach.

He missed. The plume spiraled lazily upward, caught by a breath of wind, and the young Vulpin twisted to follow its path. His simple clothing—a loose shirt and short trousers in naturally dyed linen—caught the sunlight as he moved, the fabric worn soft from many washings. The fur visible around his clothes was striking: a pattern of gray, brown, white, and orange across his face and ears, the same blended colors on his bushy tail with a white tip, and covering his small, clawed hands. He landed on all fours, already moving, darting and weaving with a kit’s reckless determination until his fingers finally closed around the prize.

He held the feather up to examine it, twisting it slowly between his padded fingers. The shaft was pale, the barbs soft and slightly iridescent where the light touched them. White whiskers twitched on either side of his muzzle as he studied it, bright green eyes narrowed with curiosity. Then he tossed it aside and began searching for the next thing worth chasing.

“Velrik, stay close, dear.”

His mother’s voice reached him through the pines—gentle but firm, carrying the steady authority of someone who had once been young and restless herself. He turned to see her standing beside the family wagon, dressed in a simple sundress dyed in muted earth tones. The same striking fur pattern that marked Velrik’s face was visible on hers—the colors flowed across her cheeks and around her eyes, continuing down her neck to disappear beneath her collar. Her ears, tipped with darker fur, were turned outward, listening to the forest’s whispers, and her tail swayed gently behind her as her eyes tracked his movements with the watchfulness that never quite left her when he wandered.

He bounded back toward her, his paws finding the familiar paths through the undergrowth without conscious thought. The wagon stood in a small clearing where the road widened, its wooden frame weathered by seasons of travel. His father worked steadily at its back, winding twine around bundles of dried herbs—Vaelroot, Veilshade, and other plants that grew only in Vaelwyn—before stacking them alongside woven baskets filled with goods for trade.

Theren’s russet-orange pelt had begun to show silver along the muzzle and shoulders, each pale strand a quiet marker of the years he had spent traveling the vast island’s winding paths. Dust clung to his clothes from long days on dirt roads, and his movements had the unhurried efficiency of someone who had performed this task many times before. He glanced up as Velrik approached, a warmth in his eyes that softened at the sight of his first born child.

“Alyra, he’ll be alright,” Theren said, leaning against the wagon’s edge. “Nobody’s seen a Malformed in the area since the last big hunt.”

His mother’s ears flicked back, a gesture Velrik had learned to recognize as worry she was trying not to show. She moved closer to her mate, lowering her voice, but Velrik’s ears were sharp and the clearing was quiet.

“I know. I’m more worried about him hurting himself before you leave. You won’t be back until Liorday.” She paused, and when she spoke again her voice dropped further. “And I don’t like those humans. They creep me out. They always stare, and I feel like they’re just waiting to attack.”

Velrik’s tail flicked with impatience. He knew better than to interrupt when his parents spoke in those low tones, but the conversation made something twist in his chest—a mixture of curiosity and frustration that had been building for as long as he could remember.

“Can I go with you this time?” he asked, unable to hold the question back any longer. He looked up at his father with bright eyes, his small teeth flashing in a hopeful grin. “Please?”

He had dreamed of the great wooden ship his father described on evenings by the fire—sails like painted waves, appearing over the horizon as if conjured from nothing. He imagined bright garments and exotic trinkets, people who smelled of salt and distant lands. The outsiders were strange and frightening in the stories, graceless and bare skinned, but Velrik wanted to see them for himself. He wanted to understand what lay beyond the edges of everything he knew.

His mother laughed softly and bent to smooth the fur on his head, her touch gentle and familiar. “Velrik, you’re only five. The roads beyond the village aren’t safe for kits. You know that.”

He had heard the stories told during village feasts and communal gatherings—tales of not only the beasts, but the people that came from beyond the sea. His father described them as tall and strange, with long limbs. They walked upright on two legs, the stories said, and their faces had no fur, no whiskers, flat as a board.

Velrik had never seen one. None of the kits had. But his imagination had taken those scattered descriptions and built something from them—a towering, hairless thing with too-long arms and flat dead eyes, moving wrong in ways he couldn’t quite picture but knew would make his fur stand on end. His father’s voice had made those beings come alive during a village feast once, painting them so vividly that Velrik still sometimes woke in the dark with the echo of that story trembling through his chest.

Every month, when the ship appeared on the horizon, his father would make the journey to the island’s western shore while Velrik and the other inhabitants of Vaelwyn stayed home. The elders insisted on it. They feared what might happen if too many outsiders learned of Vaelwyn’s existence, but they also feared what would happen if the island’s inhabitants suddenly saw them as a major threat. So, they kept the trading parties small, limited what information was shared, and made certain the outsiders never learned the paths that led deeper into the island. The fewer people who knew anything, the safer everyone remained.

The outsiders agreed to these terms because they had no choice—keeping Vaelwyn’s trust was the only way to continue trading for the island’s unique goods.

Theren had the wagon and the patience for dealing with outsiders, which was why the elders called on him and only a few others when the ship came. Other families watched from a distance and pretended they weren’t curious. But Velrik was curious, and he was tired of pretending otherwise.

He knew better than to argue, though. His mother’s word was final on matters like this.

“Why don’t you go into the village and play with your friends,” she suggested, her smile softening the disappointment. “I’m sure the other kits are up to something.”

Velrik’s ears perked forward. “Can I play in the river?”

“That’s fine, I suppose.” She sighed in the way she always did when she was sure to regret her decision. “But take a cloth to dry yourself. I don’t want you tracking water and mud into the house again.”

Velrik spun on one paw and sprinted toward home before she could add any more conditions. His claws left shallow marks in the packed soil behind him, and his tail streamed out like a banner in his wake.

Their home was like the others in the village—burrowed into the roots of an ancient conifer, its entrance framed by a round door carved with vines and local wildlife. The wood was old and smooth, worn by generations of hands pushing it open.

Velrik shoved open the door and darted inside, skidding around the great root that hung in the middle of the main room, his paws finding purchase on the wooden floorboards as he made for the storage alcove at the back.

The rectangular basket sat tucked beneath a bench, its lid creaking as he flung it open. Dust motes swirled in the shaft of light from the small window above. Inside lay cloths folded in a tumble of natural colors—rough toweling, a patched scrap of blanket, and a soft pale towel with the faint sheen of outsider trade. He pinched the towel between his fingers and pulled it free, already turning back toward the door.

His paws glided over the wooden floor as he bounded outside, tail swinging with anticipation.

“Be sure to close the door behind you,” his mother’s voice called from somewhere near the wagon.

He spun and pulled it shut, then took off running again.

“And don’t leave the village!”

“Don’t worry,” he shouted over his shoulder, “I’ll be back for supper!”

The village was close—their home sat in the outer cluster of burrows, where there was room for the wagon and the pen where the large goats that drew it were kept. Velrik slowed his pace as he entered the main settlement, not wanting to arrive panting like he’d been chased by something.

A group of Vulpin men were cutting wood near the communal storage sheds, their axes rising and falling in steady rhythm. The steel blades caught the afternoon light—sharper and stronger than the forged iron they had used before the outsiders began bringing better tools in trade. Velrik watched them as he passed, noting the way the wood split clean with each stroke.

The center of the village opened before him as he rounded one of the great conifers. Wooden stalls lined the main road, each one occupied by someone with goods to sell. The smell of fresh bread and dried herbs and tanned leather mingled in the warm air. Velrik’s eyes moved from stall to stall, searching for something interesting, until they settled on a familiar figure—a Maskari trader with the characteristic black mask and ringed tail that made her stand out among the Vulpin passing by.

Visitors came every few days from the surrounding settlements, and Velrik never tired of watching them. The three feathered races with their bright plumage and sharp eyes. The small spiny ones who always seemed nervous, their quills shifting when anyone came too close. Each one came from somewhere beyond the boundaries of his village, and he wondered sometimes what those places looked like, whether they were anything like the world he knew.

The sound of running water pulled him from his thoughts. His ears twitched toward it, and he remembered why he had come.

The river cut through the eastern edge of the village, its banks lined with rough brown sand. The water ran calm and shallow from the lack of recent rainfall, revealing the smooth stones and dark sediment of the bottom. Velrik’s paws left prints in the sand as he made his way toward the wooden bridge that joined the two banks.

Movement beneath the bridge caught his attention—another kit his age, crouched at the water’s edge with her hands full of stones.

“Saeli!” he called, his voice carrying across the water.

She looked up and stood, brushing sand from her knees. Her fur was the more common russet orange shade, and her eyes held the same restless energy that Velrik felt humming beneath his own skin.

“Help me find some garnets,” she said as he approached. “My mother says they sell for a lot.”

Velrik crouched beside her and looked at the stones in her hands. “What’s a garnet?”

“It’s a colorful stone. The Maskari use them to make jewelry.”

“If we find any, we can sell them today,” Velrik said, already beginning to dig through the sand. “One of them is in the market right now.”

They worked together for a while, sifting through the dark sand and smooth river stones, searching for anything that caught the light differently. But the stones all looked the same to Velrik—gray and brown and unremarkable—and after several minutes his attention began to wander. He stood and picked up a flat stone, then sent it skipping across the water’s surface with a practiced flick of his wrist.

“Is your father leaving again?” Saeli asked, still sorting through her pile.

“Yeah.” Another stone skipped across the river. “And they still won’t let me go.”

“Why do you want to go? It sounds dangerous.”

He shrugged, his tail flicking in amusement. “I don’t know. I just want to see the ship. Everything about the outsiders is just different.”

Saeli picked up a flat stone and attempted to skip it the way he had. It sank immediately, and Velrik managed not to laugh.

A shout from above made them both look up. Two more kits stood on the bridge, waving down at them.

“Hey! Can we join?”

Velrik waved them over, and soon the riverbank was crowded with young Vulpin. They skipped stones until the novelty wore off, then waded into the shallow water to splash each other and chase the minnows that darted between their legs. Velrik’s shirt ended up hanging on the bridge railing to dry, his fur soaked through, his laughter mixing with the others’ as the afternoon stretched long and golden around them.

By the time the sky turned to orange and red, they were all thoroughly drenched. They sat along the bank in a row, passing a stick back and forth, talking about nothing important while they waited for their fur to dry enough that their mothers wouldn’t scold them. The village lights began to bloom around them—lanterns and hearth-glow and the occasional spark of fire bugs drifting through the gathering dusk.

One by one, the other kits said their goodnights and headed home. Velrik dried himself with the towel he had brought, working it through his fur until he was merely damp instead of dripping. His tail hung in wet clumps, but it still managed a cheerful swish as he walked the familiar path back to his family’s burrow.

The wagon sat in front of the house when he arrived, fully loaded with goods for tomorrow’s journey. The goats were already in their pen, munching contentedly on fresh greens. Velrik paused to watch them for a moment, their broad flat teeth working steadily, their eyes half-closed with satisfaction.

The smell reached him before he opened the door—herbs, roasting meat, and fresh vegetables. His mother stood at the stove, stirring something in an iron pot, her tail swaying gently as she worked.

“Welcome back, sweetie,” she said without turning around.

Velrik drifted toward the fireplace and settled close to the flames, letting the heat work through his damp fur and clothes. The warmth seeped into his bones, chasing away the evening chill, and a comfortable smile crossed his face.

His father sat nearby in a worn wooden chair, an open book balanced on his knee and an old pipe hanging from the corner of his muzzle. Smoke curled up from the bowl in lazy spirals, adding its earthy scent to the smell of cooking food. He glanced at Velrik over the top of the page and gave a small smile of acknowledgment before returning to his reading.

The cottage smelled of smoldering wood and tarragon, of home and safety, of everything Velrik had ever known. He let his eyes drift closed, his ears twitching at the soft sounds around him—the crackle of the fire, the gentle scrape of his mother’s spoon against the pot, the rustle of his father turning a page. Outside, one of the Lunari called from the high branches—a long, melodic note that hung in the air before being answered by another, somewhere deeper in the forest.

Night had barely settled, and supper was almost ready, when a scream tore through the quiet.

The sound was sharp and sudden, so wrong that Velrik went rigid before his mind could make sense of what he was hearing. Then came voices—many of them, harsh and foreign—and the heavy rhythm of footsteps that didn’t belong here. Shouts punctured the night, followed by the clatter of wood breaking and metal striking metal.

Velrik scrambled up from his spot by the fire, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Mom?”

The word came out small, swallowed by the growing chorus of screams outside.

His father was already moving. The book fell from his lap, the pipe set aside with careful haste, and then Theren’s paws were carrying him across the room to where a short sword hung beside his traveling pack. He lifted it from its hook and crossed to the door in three quick strides, his shoulders squared, his fur bristling along his spine.

His mother abandoned the food on the stove and swept Velrik into her arms. Her grip was fierce, almost too tight, and he could feel her heart pounding against his cheek.

“Alyra.” Theren’s voice was low and steady, but something in it made the fur on Velrik’s neck stand on end. “Stay inside. Don’t make a sound—no matter what.”

He stepped through the door without looking back, and closed it.

Velrik’s mother carried him to their bedroom at the far side of the burrow and pressed him down against the floor beside the bed. She knelt over him, one hand clamped gently but firmly over his muzzle, her eyes fixed on the door across the living room. Her tail whipped once—a sharp, involuntary movement—then tucked low against her legs.

He had never seen her afraid. Not during the storms that bent the trees nearly double, not during the winter when food ran short and the cold crept into every corner of their home. But she was afraid now. He could feel it in the tremor of her hand, could see it in her eyes as they reflected the firelight.

Outside, metal rang against metal—a brutal, discordant music that seemed to come from everywhere at once. Velrik pressed himself flat to the floorboards, his whole body shaking, and he couldn’t make it stop.

A voice cut through the chaos, rough and slurred with unfamiliar sounds. “Cut da thing down, damnit!”

The door exploded inward.

Velrik’s head snapped toward the sound, his eyes going wide. A figure filled the doorway—tall, impossibly tall, with long limbs and pale skin that gleamed in the moonlight. It had to bend its body nearly double to fit through the frame, and in its hands it carried something heavy and cruel that glinted with reflected light.

The stories crashed through his mind, suddenly and terribly real. This was one of the outsiders his father had spoken of around the fire. This was what lived beyond the sea, what came in ships with painted sails, what his mother had always feared.

And there were more of them. He could hear them outside, their voices harsh and alien, their boots heavy on the ground.

The stench hit him next—smoke and sweat, and something metallic that made his stomach clench. The tall figure swung its weapon in a wide arc, and his father was there, meeting the blow with his short sword. Sparks flew where the blades connected, bright against the darkness.

“Stay the fuck away!” Theren shouted, his voice ragged with desperation.

For a moment—a single, terrible moment—Velrik let himself hope. His father was strong. His father knew how to fight. His father would protect them, would drive these monsters back, would make everything safe again.

Then another voice, sneering and cold: “You lot can’t even kill a talkin’ fox.”

Laughter followed—rough, cruel laughter—and something struck his father from the side. Theren flew backward, hit the wall, and crumpled.

Velrik’s mother screamed his father’s name and launched herself at the figure in the doorway. She had a kitchen knife in her hand, the blade catching the firelight, and she slashed at the creature with all the fury of a mother defending her child. The blade found its mark—Velrik saw dark blood well up along the monster’s arm—but then a massive hand closed around her throat and lifted her off her paws.

She hit the great tree outside their door with a sound that would echo through Velrik’s nightmares for years to come. Her body slid down the bark and lay still on the ground.

Velrik squeezed his eyes shut. Tears streaked hot down his cheeks, soaking into his fur. He wanted to scream, to throw himself at these monsters, to do something, anything, but his body wouldn’t obey. Fear held him pinned to the floor, a weight so heavy he couldn’t breathe around it.

A shorter figure squeezed through the doorway, its shadow falling across the room. Velrik heard it coming but couldn’t move, couldn’t run, couldn’t do anything except tremble as heavy footsteps crossed the floor toward him.

A hand closed around the scruff of his neck—calloused and rough, the fingers like gnarled roots. The smell that rose from it turned his stomach: sour sweat, rust, and something sharp and bitter that burned his nose.

The hand yanked him up and dragged him toward the door. His paws scrabbled against the wooden floor, searching for purchase, finding none. The world narrowed to the scrape of rough leather, the roar of his own heartbeat in his ears, and the burning in his throat where the scream he couldn’t release had lodged itself like a stone.

They pulled him out into the night, into the smoke and the screaming and the chaos, and his last clear memory was his mother’s face—wide-eyed, mouth open, forming his name in a voice he couldn’t hear over the thunder of his own terror.

Then there was only darkness, and the rough grip that carried him away from everything he had ever loved.
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Chapter One
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A violent thud tore Velrik from uneasy dreams.

His head swam as he surfaced, thoughts sliding away the moment he reached for them. The night before existed only in fragments—metal ringing against metal, people running, his mother’s face twisted out of anguish. He tried to hold onto the pieces, but they scattered like startled birds, leaving only the hollow ache of something terrible he couldn’t quite name.

Light came next. Blinding, merciless sunlight flooded through gaps somewhere above him, forcing his eyes into narrow slits. The world beneath him rocked with a slow, nauseating rhythm, as if the ground itself couldn’t decide where it wanted to be. His stomach turned, bile rising in his throat, and he pressed one hand against the surface beneath him to steady himself.

Metal. Cold iron bars, rough with salt and rust.

A shadow fell across him, blocking the worst of the glare. Velrik squinted upward and found a face looming over him—bare-skinned and strange, etched with harsh lines and smeared with grime. The features were wrong in ways his mind struggled to process: no fur, no muzzle, skin stretched tight over bone in a way that made the face look almost skull-like. The stranger’s gaze settled on him with a weight that made his fur prickle, cold and curious, the way someone might examine an unusual stone or a fish pulled from unfamiliar waters.

The smell that drifted down was worse than the sight. Sweat and old salt, then something sour that clogged his throat and made his eyes water.

Memory surged without warning.

Iron clashing in the dark. Villagers screaming. His father thrown sideways by a blow he never saw coming. His mother’s voice, raw and desperate, crying out his name as rough hands dragged him away from everything he had ever known.

The blood seemed to drain from his limbs. His ears flattened tight against his skull, and he jerked upright without thinking—and cracked his head against the bars above him.

Pain flared sharp and immediate, a bright burst behind his eyes that made the world swim. He scrambled blindly, hands and paws skittering over the hard floor as he searched for space that wasn’t iron. Bars above. Bars to either side. Metal pressing in from every angle, close enough that he could barely turn around. Beyond the cage, more faces gathered—calloused fingers gripping the bars, weathered skin, eyes that watched him the way the village hunters had once watched cornered prey.

There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

“Look, lads—it’s awake!”

The man closest to him snorted, his laughter rough and ugly as his face pushed closer to the bars. His breath washed over Velrik, hot and rancid with the smell of rotting teeth, and Velrik recoiled until his back met the iron behind him.

A thin whine rose from his throat before he could swallow it. He flattened himself against the cage floor, making his body as small as it could possibly be, his tail tucked so tightly beneath him that it ached at the base. If he could press himself flat enough, if he could become small enough, maybe they would lose interest. Maybe they would look away and forget he existed.

The cage shook violently as the man jostled it, rattling the bars, clearly hoping for a reaction. Other voices gathered around them—rough accents, strange rhythms, words Velrik couldn’t quite make out. Men leaned in from every direction, their faces crowding the spaces between the bars, staring at him as though he were some odd catch pulled from a river.

Velrik covered his head with his hands and held his breath. He listened to their laughter and the scrape of their boots against wood, the sound of iron rattling around him, and let his thoughts blur into a gray fog where nothing could reach him.

“This is what you brought back?” A younger voice, somewhere behind the others, sharp with complaint. “You didn’t get any of the spices or herbs?”

“Pipe down, boy.” The man closest to the cage spoke with sudden pride, his voice sharpening. “This thing’ll make me rich.”

Without warning, he slammed the cage down onto something hard.

Velrik tumbled, his ribs striking iron as he flipped and cracked his head against the bars again. Pain rang through his skull like a bell, and for a moment he saw bright flashes against the back of his eyelids.

“Those pompous nobles from countries in Gravanth are always looking for weird animals like this,” the man continued, as if he hadn’t just sent a living creature crashing against metal. “Didn’t you hear them screaming? They had clothes, weapons—hell, they probably talk too.”

Velrik curled in on himself, eyes squeezed shut against the bright world and the faces beyond the bars. His head throbbed where it struck against the bars, a deep ache that pulsed in time with his heartbeat. He kept his claws tucked tight against his palms, his body as still as he could make it, as if even breathing too loudly might invite another blow.

Boots began to move away. The crowd dispersed, their interest apparently satisfied for now.

Then the air shifted.

Heavy footsteps approached—slower than the others, weightier, each step vibrating through whatever surface held his cage. Velrik felt them before he heard them, a deep rhythmic tremor that made something primal in his chest tighten with warning.

“I believe you meant to say ‘that thing will make us rich.’” The voice was like thunder: deep, loud, and absolute, the kind of voice that expected to be obeyed without question. “Ain’t that right, Vaughn?”

Something jabbed hard into Velrik’s side. He flinched violently, scrambling away until his shoulder struck the opposite bars. A thick finger withdrew through the iron—so large it barely fit between the gaps.

Velrik tilted his head up, and his stomach dropped.

This one towered over the rest of them. His skin was gray, the color of storm clouds, and his frame was broader than any doorway Velrik knew. Leather straps crisscrossed a muscular torso hung with weapons—knives and short blades that caught the light with each breath he took. Scars mapped his chest and arms in pale ridges against the darker gray, old wounds healed over and worn like trophies. The set of his mouth made even stillness feel like a threat.

He smiled down at the cage as though he found the entire scene amusing.

A massive hand settled on the smaller man’s shoulder with casual ownership. “You did good,” the gray one said. “This might be worth more than half the haul.”

“T-thank you, captain,” Vaughn managed. His voice had gone thin.

The captain’s gaze flicked toward the cage, lingering on Velrik for a moment that stretched too long. Then he straightened and turned away. “Now take it to the storage room and stop messing with it. Do what you can to make sure it stays alive.” He paused, glancing back over his shoulder. “If it dies, so do you.”

He lumbered off across the deck, and Velrik noticed that his back carried twice as many scars as his front. The air felt oddly colder in his absence.

The cage jolted as Vaughn lifted it in a hurry. For the first time since waking, Velrik was forced to see more than bars and faces.

The floor beneath them was wooden planks fitted tightly together, swaying with the same slow motion that had churned his stomach since he opened his eyes. Beyond a railing at the edge of the platform stretched nothing but water and sky—endless, impossible expanses of blue that met at a thin line where the world seemed to end. The air smelled sharply of brine, a salt-thick tang that coated his tongue and stung his nose.

Is this the ocean?

Wonder flared—bright, involuntary—before the cage rattled and it died. Vaughn descended a set of wooden steps into the ship’s belly, carrying him into shadow.

The storage room was wide and crowded with crates and baskets stacked in uneven towers. Metal cages lined one wall—some much larger than his, all of them empty. The air was musty and cold, heavy with the scent of damp wood and salt. Velrik’s nose twitched, sorting through the unfamiliar smells, searching for anything recognizable.

Then something familiar brushed against his senses, cutting through the rest like a blade.

Vaelroot and Veilshade, he thought.

His breath caught. He twisted as much as the cage allowed, pressing his face against the bars, and his eyes locked on a cluster of baskets stacked near the far wall. The same woven shapes his father had packed the evening before. The same bundles that had sat in their wagon, ready for trade, while Velrik played in the river and dreamed of adventure.

For a moment the world seemed to snap out of place, as if a piece of home had been torn free and stuffed into this floating prison alongside him.

The cage was lifted and slammed down atop a wooden crate. Iron rang. The impact jarred his teeth and sent fresh pain lancing through his skull. Vaughn muttered something under his breath and shuffled away, leaving Velrik alone with the creak of the ship and the faint clatter of movement from somewhere above.

Silence settled around him, broken only by the groan of wood and the distant lap of water against the hull.

Hunger came next.

It gnawed at him slowly at first, a hollow ache in his belly that sharpened as the hours stretched on. He had never felt anything quite like it—this insistent, demanding emptiness that pushed aside every other thought. Sharper than loneliness. Sharper than fear, when fear quieted enough to make room for anything else.

He tucked his tail around his legs and stared through the bars at nothing, his mind drifting helplessly back to the night before.

What had happened to his family? Had anyone else been taken? He had seen his father struck down, had seen his mother thrown hard against the tree outside their home. He had seen her attempt to cry out his name as hands closed around his scruff dragged him into the dark. But he didn’t know what had happened after. He didn’t know if they were alive or dead, if the village still stood or had been burned to ash.

The questions circled and circled in his mind, finding no purchase, no answers, nothing but the same terrible uncertainty repeating itself without end.

His throat tightened until it hurt. Tears blurred his vision and fell to the wooden floor of his cage, darkening the grain in small spots. He tried to swallow the sound of his sobbing, but it leaked out anyway—quiet, broken breaths that echoed through the empty storage room.

Each inhale caught in his chest and reminded him of warmth. Of his mother’s hands smoothing his fur after a nightmare. Of her whiskers brushing his ear as she murmured soft reassurances. Of her voice, steady and sure, telling him that everything would be alright.

But everything was not alright.

Hours melted into one another without distinction. The clatter on deck faded as evening settled over the ship, but the vessel never stopped moving, never stopped groaning and swaying beneath him. Velrik lay on the hard floor of his cage with his knees drawn up and his arms wrapped around himself, stomach twisting with hunger, ears twitching at every sound. He waited for footsteps that might bring food—or might bring pain.

He could no longer tell which he expected.

The night passed slowly and without mercy. No water. No food. No rest that lasted longer than a few fitful minutes before some sound or movement startled him awake again.

Once, the short man returned and transferred Velrik into a larger cage—just long enough for him to relieve himself into a bucket, the smell sharp and humiliating, as the man spat curses at him to hurry up. Then rough hands shoved him back into his small iron box like an object that could be stored and forgotten.

By morning, pale light seeped through cracks in the boards above. Velrik watched it with aching eyes, wishing he could feel its warmth on his fur, wishing he could step outside and stand beneath the sky and pretend for just a moment that none of this had happened.

Footsteps approached. His ears twisted towards the sound.

Lighter than the rough boots he’d heard during the night. Softer. Hesitant.

The soft scrape of something against wood followed—metal. Velrik pushed himself upright, hands tightening around the cold bars of his cage. His ears swiveled forward, tracking sound more than sight, his body bracing for whatever came next.

A flickering light bent around the stacked crates, casting long shadows against the walls. A slim figure emerged into view.

She looked young—younger than the ugly men at least. Perhaps fifteen or sixteen summers, though it was hard to tell with these smooth-skinned people. She wore torn brown cloth that hung loose on her thin frame, and bruises mottled the visible skin of her arms and collarbone—some dark, others yellowing at the edges where older marks were fading beneath newer ones.

When her eyes met his through the bars, her face went slack with shock, and she stumbled back a step, nearly dropping the tray she carried.

The smell hit him before anything else.

Fish. Stale bread. Clean water.

His mouth flooded with saliva so suddenly he almost choked on it. Hunger surged up like something alive, something with claws and teeth, demanding to be fed. Velrik crawled forward until his face pressed against the bars, eyes fixed on the metal tray and the cup beside it.

The girl took a cautious step backward, fear pulling tight across her features. Her heart hammered so fast Velrik thought he could hear it, a rapid flutter beneath the silence. He couldn’t understand why she looked at him that way—as if he were the danger here, as if he were the one to be feared.

“Please,” he rasped. The word scraped past his dry throat like sand.

The food was so close it felt like torture. His vision blurred again, tears slicking hot through the fur along his cheeks.

“Please,” he managed again, voice cracking. “I’m hungry.”

Her bare feet shuffled closer, slow and hesitant. She stopped just short of the cage, and keeping her hands as far from him as she could manage, slid the tray across the top of the crate toward the bars. Chains clinked softly as she moved—the sound making Velrik’s ears twitch—and he realized that she wore shackles around her ankles.

He snatched the bread first.

It was hard and tasteless, the crust scraping against the inside of his mouth. He dipped it into the cup of water, desperate to soften it, and swallowed the soggy bite before he had finished chewing. His throat worked painfully around the lump.

Then his hand reached for the fish.

The slick scales slid beneath his fingers. The cold, clammy texture of raw flesh pressed against his palm. His stomach turned violently, and he recoiled as though the fish had bitten him.

He stared down at it, then looked up at the girl. She stared back, her expression shifting from fear to confusion—as if she had expected him to devour it without hesitation.

“It’s... not cooked,” he whispered.

And then his voice broke, and the tears came again, hot and shameful, spilling down his face before he could stop them.

The girl flinched, her eyes darting toward the shadows beyond the crates. “Eat it,” she hissed, her voice low and urgent and trembling. “Just eat it. They’ll hurt us both if you complain.”

Velrik looked at her—truly looked, for the first time. At the fear carved into every line of her face. At the bruises layered across her arms. At the way she held herself, shoulders hunched, body angled toward the nearest exit, as if she was always bracing for a blow that might come at any moment.

Then he looked back at the fish.

His hand shook as he picked it up. The first bite made his stomach churn, the texture cold and slimy against his tongue. He gagged and forced himself to swallow, washing it down with water. Scales stuck between his teeth, gritty and sharp, and he retched again, eyes squeezing shut.

Still, he forced down another bite. And another. Each one a battle, each one harder than the last.

He stopped when he couldn’t make himself continue, afraid that if he ate any more he would lose everything he had managed to keep down.

The moment he set the fish aside, the girl snatched the tray and cup away. She moved quickly, as if speed might protect her, and vanished back into the shadows without another word.

Velrik sat alone again.

The day stretched on, marked only by the changing quality of light through the cracks above and the distant sounds of men moving on deck. Exhaustion pulled at him, heavy and relentless, and he managed an hour or two of shallow sleep once the worst edge of hunger had dulled.

That afternoon, the girl returned.

She carried another cup of water and a few chunks of stale bread, her movements careful and quiet. But she wasn’t alone. Behind her stood the tall, thin man from the night before—the one called Vaughn—his gaze fixed on Velrik with hard, hostile certainty.

Velrik ate under that stare, shoulders hunched, trying not to look at the man watching him, trying not to think about what might happen if he did something wrong. The bread tasted like nothing. The water was warm but fresh. He chewed and swallowed and kept his eyes down.

When the girl moved to retrieve the tray, a rough hand caught her arm and yanked her backward.

“No,” Vaughn snapped. “You get to your cell. We’ll be arrivin’ soon.”

He dragged her toward a larger cage nearby and shoved her inside, slamming the door shut and locking it with a sharp metallic clank. Then he turned back, snatched the tray from where it lay, and brought it crashing against the bars of Velrik’s cage.

The bang of tin on iron split the air like a thunderclap. Velrik flinched so hard he nearly fell, his ears ringing, his heart slamming against his ribs.

“Fuckin’ weird fox,” Vaughn spat.

Then he turned and sauntered off through the crates, climbing the steps toward the upper deck without looking back.

Velrik watched him go. Then, slowly, he turned his gaze toward the girl’s cage.

She sat in the corner with her head bowed, arms wrapped around her knees as if she were trying to hold herself together through sheer will. The dim light caught the edge of her profile, the curve of her shoulder, the way her fingers gripped her own arms tight enough to leave marks.

He wanted to say something. To offer comfort, or ask a question, or simply make a sound that acknowledged she was there and not alone. But the words wouldn’t come, and he wasn’t sure she would want to hear them anyway.

As the sun’s light faded through the cracks above, voices rose on deck. A bell rang somewhere outside—sharp and clear, cutting through the constant background noise. Rope hissed through rigging. Boots thundered across wood.

Then a heavy thud rocked the ship, followed by the loud creak of wood pressing against wood. The impact shuddered through the hull and echoed through the storage room, making the crates rattle against each other.

The rocking eased. The ship settled into a steadier stillness than Velrik had felt since waking in this place.

The voices and footsteps thinned, drifting away until the air below deck felt strangely empty. Velrik pressed himself against the bars, trembling, certain that something terrible was happening—but minutes passed, and nothing happened.

Slowly, carefully, he forced himself to breathe.

The quiet stretched on. It felt as though only he and the girl remained aboard.

He pushed himself up and leaned toward her cage, keeping his voice barely above a whisper. “Hey. What just happened?”

She lifted her head in the dimness, her face a pale blur in the shadows. “The ship docked,” she murmured.

Velrik’s tail flicked with anxious energy. He didn’t know ships or oceans, but he understood arrival. “Are we leaving?” he asked, the words tumbling out faster than he could stop them. “Who are you people? Why am I here?” The questions started to flow from his mouth without a second thought.

She hesitated. Her body trembled where she sat, a fine shiver that seemed to run through her entire frame. When she finally spoke, her voice was small and flat, as if the words themselves caused her pain.

“They’re pirates. They’re going to sell us.”

Velrik stared at the bars in front of him. The words didn’t make sense. They couldn’t make sense.

“Sell us?” he whispered. “You can’t sell people.”

Even in the dim light, he could see the mottled bruising along her arms. The way her shoulders jumped at distant footsteps outside. The resignation in the set of her jaw.

His stomach twisted.

“Can’t we tell someone?” he pleaded, desperation bleeding into his voice. “They can help us. Someone has to help us.”

The words came from the only world he knew—Vaelwyn’s warmth, its woven community, the way neighbors stepped in without being asked whenever someone was in trouble. He didn’t yet understand how different this world was. How sharp its edges were. How kindness could be absent entirely from the places where it was needed most.

The girl rose and moved carefully toward the bars of her cage, her hands reaching through the darkness. “Stop talking,” she said, her voice tight with warning.

Velrik sank back down, drawing his tail around himself. The words were meant to keep him safe, but they cut anyway. He felt something inside him shrink a little smaller.

Tears stung his eyes again. He lay on his side, face turned toward the floor, and let them fall in quiet streaks.

He could hear her breathing in the dark, strained and shallow, but she did not speak again.

Sometime later—he couldn’t say how long—exhaustion finally dragged him down into shallow sleep.
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Velrik woke to the cries of seagulls and the renewed noise of movement above. Lantern light spilled through the cracks as men descended into the storage hold, their voices loud and careless, their boots heavy on the steps. The sounds of crates being lifted and carried away filled the space around him.

Footsteps approached his cage. Velrik went still, holding his breath.

Vaughn’s face appeared beyond the bars. Then the cage was lifted, and Velrik was carried up into the light.

On deck, the captain was waiting.

The massive gray figure seized the cage from Vaughn’s hands without ceremony. “I’ll take this to the buyer myself,” he declared, his thunderous voice brooking no argument.

Velrik’s heart hammered so hard it felt like it might crack through his ribs. The captain handled the cage without a glance at what was inside, as though he were carrying a crate of tools rather than a living creature.

Through the bars, Velrik watched the ship’s deck give way to something else entirely.

Land. Solid ground.

Trees with leaves shaped like fans rose along the coast, their fronds swaying in a breeze that carried strange new smells. Sandy beaches stretched beneath a pale sky, and wooden structures crowded the waterfront where throngs of people moved in every direction. The air stank of sweat, brine, and fish, thick enough to taste. Eyes turned toward the cage as the captain carried it through the crowd—some glaring, some curious, some utterly indifferent.

Velrik saw others who bore some resemblance to the gray-skinned captain, though their builds and features varied. Some were green-skinned with jutting teeth and mouths too wide, their laughter loud and harsh. And then—just for a moment—he spotted someone furred.

A spotted yellow coat. A long tail. A body that stood upright like his, though built on a frame closer to the pirates’ height.

Hope flared so fast it hurt.

Velrik thrust his hand through the bars and cried out, his voice cracking with desperation. “Please—help me! I want to go home!”

The cage shook violently. His head struck iron once, twice, stars bursting behind his eyes. Then he was forced upward as the captain lifted the cage to meet his gaze.

The gray face filled his vision, scarred and terrible, close enough that Velrik could smell the captain’s breath.

“You don’t speak unless I tell you to,” the captain snarled. Spittle flecked the bars.

Velrik went perfectly still. The stillness of prey with nowhere left to run.

The captain held him there for a long moment, letting the lesson sink in. Then he lowered the cage and continued walking, and Velrik didn’t dare make another sound.

They entered a large building of wood and packed earth, where voices and pipe smoke mingled in a thick haze. Men sat at tables covered with papers and coins, speaking in low tones, haggling over prices Velrik couldn’t understand. Others stood along the walls, watching and waiting for something.

A dark-skinned man stepped forward from the crowd. He examined the cage with sharp, assessing eyes, then reached into his coat and produced a heavy pouch. Coins clinked as he pressed it into the captain’s waiting palm.

The cage changed hands.

Velrik was carried outside and loaded into a wagon beneath a heavy canvas cover. The world dimmed as the cloth fell into place, leaving him in shadow once more.

These new people did not hurt him. Not in ways that left visible marks.

Food came when they remembered. Water when the heat became unbearable. Enough to keep him breathing, nothing more.

The sun here was merciless. Even beneath the canvas, the air pressed against him like a hot, wet blanket, and his panting did nothing to ease the suffocating warmth. When they let him out to relieve himself, a rope cinched tight around his neck, jerking him forward if he hesitated even a moment, and the ground scorched his paws. Each step was a sharp reminder that this land was not meant for someone like him.

At first, the routine terrified him.

Then it dulled him.

Days fell into a pattern of hunger, heat, and iron bars. He learned when to sleep. When to stay still. When not to look up. His dreams became the only place he could move freely—running through pine shade, cool earth beneath his paws, his mother’s voice calling him home for supper. But even those dreams began to thin, slipping away before he could hold onto them, leaving him with nothing but the cage and the dust and the endless, punishing sun.

On the worst days, he listened.

Voices drifted from campfires and wagon benches—half-heard, half-understood. The words were strange at first, the accents thick and unfamiliar, but over time he began to pick out meaning. They called themselves human, these bare-skinned creatures, though Velrik noticed how little they resembled each other. Some were tall, others short. Some dark-skinned, others pale as bone. Their faces and voices and tempers changed from town to town, but they all used the same word for themselves.

The gray-skinned giants were called Highlanders. Rare here, they said—wrong for the desert heat, but native to mountains somewhere in the east. Others spoke of Lynxen, furred folk like Velrik—their coats bright as flame or sand, some spotted, some crowned with manes—but they walked freely among the humans, spoke their languages, lived in their towns. He pressed his face against the bars and watched them pass on the road, upright and unafraid, and felt the distance between them like a blade.

At night, when the air cooled enough to breathe and the fires burned low, the men told stories. They spoke of cities built from stone and wood that scraped the sky. Of creatures called Aberrants, twisted and terrible, monsters born from magic. Of gods who had shaped the world in ages past and still demanded devotion from those who walked it.

Velrik listened most closely when gods were mentioned.

He whispered Vaelra’s name when the ache in his chest grew too heavy to bear—quiet, careful, as if speaking too loudly might break whatever fragile thread still connected him to home. He had prayed to her since he was old enough to form words, had learned her stories at his mother’s knee, had believed with a child’s simple faith that she watched over Vaelwyn and everyone in it.

But no help came. No answer. No sign that anyone was listening at all.

Time stopped making sense.
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Wagons rolled through dust and heat, through villages where people stared and markets where coins changed hands. Through open stretches of nothing where the wind carried sand that worked its way into his fur and eyes and mouth. Velrik stopped counting the days. Stopped wondering how far they had traveled or how long he had been gone. All that mattered was the cage, the rope, and the slow hollowing out of the place inside him where hope had once lived.

When stone buildings finally rose ahead of them, he stared in mute awe.

Massive structures loomed over the road—towering pyramids that cut against the pale sky like jagged teeth. They were ancient and weathered, their surfaces carved with symbols he didn’t recognize, their presence vast and silent and somehow ominous. Guards stood at intervals along the road, watching the caravan pass with expressions that revealed nothing.

Only days later, the air changed.

Salt stung his nose. The cry of gulls carried on the wind.

Hands took his cage once more. Different voices spoke with familiar cruelty.

That crossing was worse than the first.

The cage was lashed to the deck this time, exposed to sun and salt spray alongside crates of trade goods. Cold replaced heat as the ship sailed north. Wind cut through his fur like knives and soaked him to the skin when waves broke against the hull. At night, the ship groaned and swayed beneath him, and the stars wheeled overhead—vast and uncaring, more stars than he had ever seen, beautiful and terrible all at once.

He listened, because listening was all he could do.

The sailors talked constantly. Loud voices and rough laughter, curses flung like stones.

“...heading north this time.”

“...heavier coin up there.”

“...Italios pays better for oddities.”

Italios. He rolled the word quietly through his mind, uncertain whether it was a place, a promise, or a threat. All he knew was that the wind grew colder by the day, and the sun climbed lower in the sky, and the crossing seemed to stretch on forever.

Fear became something quieter on the water—ever-present, like the sound of the waves, but no longer sharp enough to cut. Velrik curled into himself and endured. There was nothing else to do.

When land finally appeared, it looked nothing like the places he had known.

Green rose from the horizon. Deep, rolling green, hills layered upon hills, softened by trees and dotted with stone structures that caught the light like pale bones beneath the sun. The air smelled of earth and leaves instead of dust and brine, clean and cool in a way that made his chest ache.

New hands took his cage. New voices spoke around him—rounder, smoother somehow, rising and falling in a way that made the words sound almost musical. These men were better dressed than the sailors, their clothes clean and fitted, their boots polished rather than cracked with salt.

Velrik was loaded onto a wagon beneath a canvas awning, iron rattling softly as the wheels began to turn. His new cage was slightly larger than the last, just enough extra space that he could stretch his legs when he slept.

Days passed. The land unfolded around him, lush and alive in ways that made something twist painfully beneath his ribs.

Vineyards stretched across gentle slopes, rows upon rows of green leaves heavy with fruit. Olive trees twisted skyward, their silvery foliage whispering in the breeze. Fields bloomed with red, gold, and violet, and rivers cut through the countryside like ribbons of glass. Birds sang from branches he couldn’t see.

He had never seen so much color. Never imagined the world could hold this much beauty.

It made him think of home. Of the forests around his village, the river where he had played with Saeli and the others, the way the light fell through the pine canopy in the afternoons. The memories rose unbidden and refused to leave, and he pressed his face against the bars and let himself look, even though looking hurt.

The wagons moved through mountain villages where stone houses clustered beneath tiled roofs. Bells rang at dawn and dusk. Smoke curled from chimneys, scented with herbs and fresh bread. People paused to watch the caravan pass—some curious, some wary, some openly eager.

At night, the men camped beneath open skies. Fires crackled. Laughter drifted through the cool air, softer than the pirates’ had been. They spoke of rich food and sweet wine and a place ahead where coin flowed freely and buyers asked few questions.

“...Montressa’s waiting.”

“...Best market inland.”

“...Won’t be long now.”

The name surfaced again and again, always paired with anticipation.

Velrik pressed his forehead against the bars and watched the countryside slip past, beauty sliding through iron like water through his fingers. Something about this land unsettled him—its gentle rolling hills and orderly rows of vines, its quiet prosperity, so at odds with the cage that confined him. Such beauty was never meant for someone like him. He understood that now. Understood it in a way he hadn’t before.
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The cart slowed late one afternoon, wheels crunching softly over stone. Cold crept through the canvas and settled into his fur, sharper than it had been in days. The scent of damp stone mingled with ripe fruit and crushed leaves, rich and sweet.

Velrik pushed himself upright—limbs stiff and aching after so long in confinement—and peered through the gap in the canvas flaps.

Walls of pale stone rose ahead, reinforced with bands of dark iron. Great gates swung inward as the wagons approached, and men clad in polished steel stood at attention, long spears braced against their shoulders. Beyond them stretched a wide courtyard enclosed by forest and vineyard alike, the vines stripped bare by the season and clinging to their trellises like skeletal hands.

Late autumn, Velrik realized. The world had turned toward winter without him. Months had passed since the night he was taken—he didn’t know how many, couldn’t count them anymore—but the season’s change made it real in a way that nothing else had.

The cart rolled to a stop inside the courtyard. Boots struck stone nearby, heavy and purposeful, the echoes carrying sharp and clear. Oil lamps flickered along the walls despite the fading daylight.

One of the men stepped forward. He was broad-shouldered and thick-necked, a pale scar cutting down through one brow and pulling his face into a permanent scowl. He crouched before the cage and unlatched it with the ease of long practice.

“Time to come out,” he said. His voice was rough and flat, utterly without interest.

Before Velrik could retreat, thick fingers closed around the scruff of his neck and yanked him forward into the open air.

Instinct surged hotter than thought. He twisted violently, claws extending without conscious decision, and raked them across the man’s exposed forearm. Skin parted. Blood welled up in thin red lines.

The man swore—more surprised than pained—and retaliation came immediately.

A gauntleted fist swung hard into the side of Velrik’s face.

Pain exploded behind his eyes. The world spun. He was flung sideways onto cold stone, breath driven from his chest in a harsh, strangled gasp. Warm blood filled his mouth, bright and bitter, and he gagged as his hands and paws scrabbled uselessly against the ground.

“Feisty thing,” someone chuckled nearby. “The Count won’t like that.”

The scarred man hauled him upright again as if he weighed nothing at all.

They stripped him quickly and without care. Velrik struggled weakly as rough hands tore his clothes away—the shirt and trousers stiff with old sweat and salt, seams frayed, fabric stained dark from months of wear. The shirt caught briefly on his arms before ripping free, and as it was cast aside, something in his chest cracked open.

It was the last thing from home. The last piece of Vaelwyn he had carried with him through all of this.

Gone.

Cold air bit into his matted fur, raising it in an involuntary bristle. He stood exposed as the man wrinkled his nose at the discarded cloth and kicked it away like refuse.

Then came the collar.

Leather, dark and supple, pressed against his throat. A buckle clicked shut. And the moment it closed, something shifted—the collar tightening with unnatural precision, drawing snug against his neck in a way that felt almost alive. It did not choke him. But it left no doubt that it could.

Velrik’s fingers rose instinctively to the band, curling around its edge.

“Don’t,” the man warned flatly.

Velrik tugged anyway.

Agony flared instantly. The collar constricted, crushing tight against his windpipe, stealing his breath in a single violent squeeze. Stars danced across his vision. His lungs burned. For one terrible moment he was certain he was going to die right here on the cold stone.

Then it loosened again, and he collapsed forward, gasping.

“Bad idea,” the man continued, almost conversational. “Try that again, and you won’t wake up.”

A lead snapped into place, the metal ring clicking against the collar.

The man yanked.

Velrik’s legs buckled beneath him. Months of confinement had left his muscles weak and trembling, barely able to support his own weight. He fell forward, palms striking stone, knees cracking against the ground. He tried to push himself up, tried to find his balance, but another sharp tug dragged him stumbling forward before he could manage it.

They crossed the courtyard and climbed a set of wide stone steps. At the top stood another human.

Even from below, Velrik felt the weight of this one’s attention settle over him—cool and deliberate and deeply unsettling. The man wore a fine coat trimmed with dark fur, rings glinting on every finger, firelight catching the polished leather of his boots. His expression was pleasant, almost amused, as his eyes moved slowly over Velrik with the measured assessment of someone examining a purchase.

“Bring it inside and clean it up,” he said. His voice was smooth and cultured. “I would like to see what I purchased.”

Velrik was shoved forward, each step sending tremors through his unsteady legs, and dragged through towering doors carved with hunting scenes and forest imagery that felt like a cruel mockery of everything he had lost.

Warmth from the manor’s hearths clashed with the chill still clinging to Velrik’s damp fur. Polished stone floors reflected candlelight in soft pools of gold. Tapestries lined the walls—scenes of grand feasts and noble hunts, rolling countryside untouched by suffering—and Velrik felt impossibly small and filthy standing among such splendor. His arms wrapped around himself, a desperate attempt at comfort that provided none.

They led him to a smaller room where a stone basin waited. The air smelled of old blood and harsh soap, the scents layered over each other in a way that turned his stomach. Blades and strange tools hung on the walls nearby, their purposes unclear but undoubtedly unpleasant.

Without warning, the scarred man lifted him and plunged him into icy water.

The cold stole his breath, shocking him into silence. His fur soaked instantly, the chill seeping through to his skin and deeper, into his very bones. The lead held him in place as he gasped and thrashed, claws scraping uselessly against stone.

Rough hands scrubbed soap into his fur with no regard for his comfort. The scent of lavender burned his nose as tangles were torn from his tail, clumps of matted fur ripped free. Velrik clenched his jaw and endured, shivering so hard his teeth chattered.

When they finally hauled him out, water streamed onto the floor. A coarse cloth scraped over his ears before being discarded as useless.

One of the men murmured something—words Velrik didn’t recognize—and made a strange gesture with his hand. Warm air swept over him, partially drying his fur in moments, a gentle heat that felt almost kind before it faded and left him cold again.

They tried to dress him then, forcing a tunic over his head. The fabric clung awkwardly to his still-damp fur, the sleeves too long, the shoulders too tight. The man scowled and yanked it away.

“That won’t do,” he muttered. “It’ll go as it is.”

A boot shoved Velrik from behind, driving him out of the room and back into the grand hallway. The collar tugged at his throat as the scarred man dragged him toward another set of ornate doors.

Inside, pillars of pale stone lined a polished floor. Guards in steel armor stood at intervals along the walls, watching everything with flat, expressionless eyes.

The Lord of the manor approached.

He crouched slightly, and without warning, his hand closed around Velrik’s muzzle. The hand turned his head from side to side, abrupt and heavy. Velrik froze, every muscle locked, claws digging into his own palms hard enough to hurt.

“Exotic,” the man murmured. “Those eyes...”

His fingers slid down to Velrik’s hands, lifting one and turning it over to examine. A thumb brushed across the pads with idle curiosity, feeling the texture, testing the give of the skin.

Velrik bared his teeth before he could stop himself.

The Lord smiled. A small, satisfied expression, as though the defiance pleased him.

“Yes,” he said. “You’ll do.”

He straightened and waved a dismissive hand. “Take it to the servants. I’ll decide its purpose later.”

One of the armored guards seized Velrik’s lead and pulled him toward a side door. Velrik cast one last glance over his shoulder—catching a glimpse of the Lord already turning away, his attention moving elsewhere, the matter of a frightened child apparently resolved to his satisfaction.

The guards yanked his lead forward before the Lord had finished turning away.

The corridors narrowed as the armored guard moved him deeper into the manor. Polished stone gave way to plain walls worn smooth by countless passing hands. The air grew warmer with each step, carrying the mingled scents from a nearby kitchen.

The smells stopped him—bread, herbs, woodsmoke. For one breath he was home, his mother at the hearth, his father reading nearby. Then the collar tugged against his neck, and the memory fell away.

The guard stopped before a sturdy wooden door and knocked once before pushing it open. Warmth spilled out into the hall.

Inside, a modest room opened before them. Firelight flickered across worn wooden furniture—a long table flanked by benches and mismatched chairs, a broad hearth with a heavy pot simmering over the flames. The smell of a simple stew filled the space, familiar enough to make Velrik’s stomach clench with sudden, desperate hunger.

Several people occupied the room. Some sat at the table, murmuring quietly over cups. Others moved about with the practiced efficiency of those accustomed to endless work. They looked up as Velrik was ushered inside, and conversation faltered into silence.

“What in the world is that?” one man asked, half-rising from his seat.

“A fox?” another said uncertainly, her head tilting.

“No, look at its hands,” someone else murmured. “Standing upright—an Aberrant?”

Too many eyes. Too many unfamiliar scents and sounds, all pressing in at once.

The guard released his lead and Velrik retreated toward the nearest corner, lowering himself to the floor and curling inward, his tail wrapping tight around his legs. He pressed his face against his knees, tying to make himself invisible.

The stone floor was warm here, heated by the nearby hearth, but his body remained rigid.

Some of the servants chuckled softly, curiosity edging their voices. Others watched with more cautious interest. A few stepped closer, murmuring among themselves, and hands reached out to touch—fingers brushing through his fur, stroking his ears, prodding at him as though he were something strange found by the side of the road.

“Look at that—it really does look like a fox,” one girl whispered.

“It’s small,” another noted. “Younger, maybe?”

“Oh, it’s male,” someone added with a startled laugh.

The touches came too fast, too many at once. Velrik’s heart thundered in his ears. His tail bristled.

“Stop,” he whispered, barely audible.

The touching continued.

His claws slid free as he swiped at the air. “Leave me alone,” he said, louder now, his voice cracking with fear and exhaustion.

The room went still.

A red-haired woman rose from her seat near the hearth. Her expression had tightened, eyes moving across the scene with quick assessment. “That’s enough,” she said firmly. “You’re crowding him. I’m sure you can understand he’s been through a lot.”

Murmurs of acknowledgment followed, subdued now. The servants gradually retreated, returning to their tasks with lingering glances cast in Velrik’s direction. The space around him eased, though his body remained tense and trembling.

The woman approached slowly and knelt at a respectful distance. She didn’t reach for him. Didn’t try to touch.

“Come now,” she said gently. Her voice was steady and warm, the first kind sound Velrik had heard since being dragged from his home. “Let’s find you somewhere quieter to rest.”

She waited patiently.

Velrik hesitated. The thought of leaving the corner filled him with dread—but the open room, with its voices and curious hands, felt worse. After a long moment, he lifted his head and met her gaze.

There was no hunger in her expression. No cruelty. No sharp edge of command. Only concern.

She stood and turned toward the door. “You don’t have to follow,” she added quietly. “But I think you’ll be more comfortable this way.”

Velrik pushed himself unsteadily to his paws and padded after her, his tail hanging low.

The manor’s halls lay quiet, lit only by candles that cast long shadows across the walls. She guided him up a short flight of stairs and stopped before a simple wooden door.

“This is my room,” she said, pushing it open. “It isn’t much, but it’s safe.”

Velrik lingered at the threshold, drawing in the scents that filled the space beyond. Lavender, aged wood, and something faintly sweet—a dried flower, perhaps, or an herb he didn’t recognize. The room was small and simply furnished: a narrow bed draped with a woolen blanket, a low chest against one wall, a table bearing a half-burned candle. Compared to the grandeur of the manor’s halls, it felt humble.

But it also felt warm.

He stepped inside. She closed the door gently behind them and
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