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He didn’t speak at all, didn’t challenge the obvious lie, but his silence weighed
more heavily than any accusation could have.

The column resumed its journey, Soren now hyperaware of the stares following
him. Kaelor’s questions had been overheard, his hesitation noted. The suspicion
that had been simmering now threatened to boil over.

Near midafternoon, they reached a small clearing where a stream crossed their
path. Ashgard called another brief halt, dismounting to confer with his remaining
captains while the others watered their horses.

Soren stayed near Kaelor’s litter, avoiding the clusters of knights who fell silent
whenever he approached. He pretended not to notice how conversations halted,
how eyes followed his movements, how hands drifted to sword hilts when he
passed too close.

From his position at the edge of the clearing, he watched Ashgard’s meeting. The
lord stood with his captains in a tight circle, voices kept deliberately low. His face



remained impassive as he listened to their reports, those steel-gray eyes
occasionally scanning the ragged column as if taking inventory of what remained.

"We ride back," Ashgard said, his voice carrying just far enough for Soren to catch.
"We say little. This does not leave our walls until I decide it does."

One of his captains nodded. "The story must be controlled."

"Controlled?" The incredulous voice came from Lord Trescan, who had apparently
moved close enough to overhear. "Half our knights lie dead in the forest, and you
speak of controlling the story?"

Several nobles drifted closer, drawn by the confrontation. Ashgard regarded them
with the same impassive expression he might give to an unexpected but minor
obstacle in the road.

"Would you prefer panic?" he asked mildly. "Rumors spreading unchecked through
Northaven? Tales growing with each telling until Sylas becomes an army rather
than one man?"

Lord Trescan’s face flushed. "I would prefer accountability! Not this... this
management of failure."



A Karvath noble stepped forward, his green surcoat torn and muddied. "He wants
to control the tale to make himself look blameless," he hissed to the gathering
lords. "While our houses bear the shame."

Ashgard didn’t respond directly. He simply turned back to his captains, continuing
his instructions as if the interruption had never occurred. The nobles bristled at
being so dismissed, but none challenged him further. His authority held, though
Soren could see the cracks forming in its foundation.

As they mounted up to continue, the weight of stares pressed against Soren more
heavily than before. Knights who had merely whispered now spoke openly, their
suspicions hardening into conviction.

"The boy should be left behind," Harrick said, his voice pitched to carry. "He’ll
draw the monster back."

Several knights nodded in agreement, hands drifting toward weapons. The
Trescan’s words had given shape to the formless suspicion that had been building
since the attack.

’They fear what they don’t understand,” Valenna murmured coldly in Soren’s
mind. ’And they understand nothing of what happened last night.’



Soren kept his face carefully neutral, though his hand instinctively moved closer to
his sword hilt. "'What did happen?’ he asked silently. 'Why did Sylas spare me?’

’Survival makes you dangerous,’ she replied, her voice like steel against
stone. 'They can smell it. The difference between predator and prey.’

The journey continued, tension thick enough to cut. Soren rode in isolation, the
space around him widening as knights found reasons to increase their distance.

Only Kaelor’s presence on the litter beside him offered any protection, and the
Swordmaster had slipped back into unconsciousness after their brief exchange.

Late afternoon brought them to the forest’s edge. The trees thinned, revealing the
northern plains stretching toward the horizon. In the far distance, the spires of
Northaven pierced the sky like accusing fingers, close enough to see, far enough to
make the final leg of their journey feel like an extended walk of shame.

What should have been relief instead felt like dread pooling in Soren’s stomach.
They weren’t returning as hunters, triumphant with their prey.



They were limping home as failures, those who had survived when better men had
fallen.

At the head of the column, Ashgard rode with the rigid posture of a man preparing
for war. Not against Sylas, Soren realized, but against the nobles who would use
this failure as a weapon in court. Each surviving lord already calculated how to shift
blame, how to position their house to benefit from the disaster.

Behind Ashgard, the nobles whispered among themselves, faces hollow with
exhaustion and fear. The proud hunt that had left Northaven now returned as a
column of broken men, carrying wounds deeper than any sword could inflict.

And at the very back, isolated by suspicion and his own secrets, Soren noticed how
the knights moved with the stiff gait of sleepwalkers. Their faces bore the vacant
expressions of men who had witnessed horrors their minds refused to process fully.
He recognized that look from the streets of Nordhav, survivors who had seen too
much, too quickly.

He dismounted, feeling every muscle protest. His own reflection in a puddle startled
him, hollowed cheeks, dark circles beneath bloodshot eyes, skin pale as a corpse. No
wonder they whispered. He looked half-dead himself.

Around him, the camp broke apart with none of the structured efficiency that had
marked their departure days ago. Horses stood with heads hanging, ribs visible
beneath dull coats. Several limped, favoring legs strained from the desperate flight.



Knights moved between them, packing supplies with mechanical movements,
avoiding each other’s eyes as if ashamed to witness another’s survival.

"Water reserves are low," an Ashgard knight announced, her voice flat. "Ration
what remains."

Lord Ashgard moved through this grim tableau like a shadow, inspecting their
diminished numbers with those steel-gray eyes that missed nothing. Where once
thirty knights had stood in proud formation, now barely fifteen remained, many
wounded, all haunted.

"We move in ten minutes," Ashgard stated, the words clipped and final. He offered
no encouragement, no reassurances about reaching Northaven safely. Such
platitudes would have rung hollow after what they’d witnessed.
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The city gates of Northaven loomed ahead, their iron-banded wood thrown wide in
welcome for heroes who no longer existed.

Soren’s gelding limped beneath him, each step a fresh reminder of their defeat as
the battered column approached the city walls.



Ahead, the cobblestone streets filled with commoners pressed shoulder to
shoulder, their faces bright with anticipation, craning for the first glimpse of
returning champions.

Children perched on parents’ shoulders, merchants abandoned stalls, laborers
paused mid-task, all gathered to witness glory that would never arrive.

’They expect a parade,’ Soren thought, bile rising in his throat. ’They’re about to
get a funeral procession.’

The shard pulsed cold against his chest as Valenna stirred. 'Watch their faces,’ she
murmured. "'Watch how quickly adoration turns to fear.’

Lord Ashgard rode at the column’s head, spine rigid as a blade, his steel-gray eyes
fixed forward as if staring down an enemy rather than returning home. Behind him,
the remnants of what had been a proud hunting party formed a ragged line,
bandaged, bloodied, haunted by memories they hadn’t yet learned to bury.

No horns announced their arrival. No banners unfurled in triumph. The nobles who
had departed with such pomp now hunched in their saddles, house colors
deliberately obscured beneath travel cloaks.



The first spectators spotted them, their cheers dying mid-throat as comprehension
dawned. Expressions shifted from excitement to confusion, then to dawning horror
as they counted the riders, less than half the number that had departed.

"Where are the banners?" someone called out, voice cutting through the sudden
hush. "Where are the trophies?"

A woman pushed to the front of the crowd, eyes frantically scanning the column.
"Where is Ser Callan?" she demanded, voice rising with each word. "Where is my
son?"

No one answered. No one looked at her. The riders kept their eyes fixed ahead or
down, unable to face the questions they couldn’t answer.

Understanding rippled through the crowd like a stone dropped in still water.
Whispers grew into murmurs, murmurs into a low, collective sound of grief and
disbelief. A man fell to his knees, recognition and denial warring across his features
as he searched in vain for a face that would never return.

"Lord Ashgard!" someone shouted from the crowd. "What happened to our men?"



Ashgard didn’t respond, didn’t even glance toward the voice. His focus remained
unwaveringly forward, leading his shattered command through streets that had
expected victory and received only its hollow shell.

Kaelor’s litter drew particular attention as it passed between the rows of onlookers.
The Swordmaster lay motionless, his scarred face pale as death, bandages visible
beneath the thin blanket covering him. Women made warding signs. Men whispered
behind raised hands.

"The Swordmaster lives," Soren heard someone mutter. "When better men died."

"A miracle," countered another voice. "Or a curse."

Soren kept his gaze fixed between his gelding’s ears, feeling the weight of stares
pressing against him from all sides. The whispers that had begun among the
survivors now found fresh life in the city streets, spreading from soldier to
commoner with the speed of flame through dry tinder.

"—marked by the killer—"

"—returned unharmed while knights fell—"

"—something unnatural—"



The column continued its grim progress through streets that grew quieter with each
passing moment. What had begun as a festival atmosphere now carried the solemn
weight of collective mourning. Women clutched children closer. Men removed caps
in belated respect. The air itself seemed to thicken with unasked questions and
unwelcome answers.

At the crossroads before the noble quarter, a woman broke through the crowd,
throwing herself toward Lord Lanther’s horse. Her fine dress marked her as gentry,
her wild eyes as someone beyond caring about propriety.

"My son!" she cried, clutching at Lanther’s stirrup. "Where is my Edric?"

Lanther looked down at her, his face a mask of grief hardened into something
unrecognizable. "Dead," he said flatly. "While Dravien’s men fled."

The woman’s wail cut through the hushed street like a physical blow. She collapsed
to the cobblestones, the sound of her grief echoing between the stone buildings that
lined the way. No one moved to help her. No one knew how.

The nobles rode on, leaving sorrow in their wake like a tide of dark water. Soren felt
each stare, each whispered accusation, each moment of horrified recognition as the
city absorbed the magnitude of their failure. The weight of it pressed down on his
shoulders until he felt he might collapse beneath it.



They reached the noble quarter without ceremony, the great houses’ gates opening
to receive their diminished sons. One by one, the survivors peeled away from the
main column, Trescan knights disappearing behind crimson-painted doors, Karvath
riders vanishing into their compound without a backward glance.

Only Ashgard’s contingent, Soren, and the unconscious Kaelor continued to the
lord’s manor at the quarter’s heart. The massive iron gates swung open at their
approach, then closed with finality behind them, shutting out the city’s grief and
questions.

The courtyard stood empty save for a few grim-faced servants who moved forward
to take reins and help wounded from saddles. No family waited in welcome. No
steward stood ready with congratulations. Only silence and the efficient movements
of those who had anticipated disaster.

Soren dismounted stiffly, every muscle protesting the movement after days in the
saddle. His gelding stood with head hanging low, sides heaving with exhaustion. A
stablehand approached to take the reins, eyes carefully averted from Soren’s face.

"See to his legs first," Soren said, patting the horse’s sweat-darkened neck. "He’s
carried me farther than he should have."

The boy nodded without speaking, leading the exhausted animal away with gentle
hands. Soren turned to find Lord Ashgard watching him, those steel-gray eyes
revealing nothing of his thoughts.



"The healers are preparing chambers for the Swordmaster," Ashgard said, his voice
pitched for Soren’s ears alone. "You will attend me in one hour. My study."”" He
paused, gaze flicking toward the closed gates. "Say nothing of what occurred. To
anyone. The story must be contained until I decide otherwise."

Before Soren could respond, the lord turned away, already issuing commands to his
waiting captains. Servants moved with practiced efficiency, helping wounded to the
infirmary, carrying supplies inside, erasing all visible evidence of failure from public
view.
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Through it all, the shard remained cold against Soren’s chest, Valenna unusually
silent as she observed. He felt her presence sharpening, assessing, calculating the
changed landscape they now faced.

Within the hour, messengers departed from each noble house, racing toward
distant estates with sealed letters. The lords might have returned in shared defeat,
but their political maneuvering had already begun. Blame would be assigned.
Alliances would shift. Power would change hands.

Soren made his way to the bathhouse first, desperate to wash away the grime of
travel and the stench of fear that seemed to have seeped into his very skin. The
hot water stung countless small cuts he hadn’t noticed receiving, turning the bath
cloudy with dirt and dried blood.



As he dressed in clean clothes, a servant appeared at the doorway. "Lord Ashgard
awaits," the man said, his expression carefully neutral. "The lords have gathered
in the great hall."

Soren followed him through corridors that seemed unnaturally quiet. Servants
moved like ghosts, speaking in whispers if they spoke at all. The atmosphere of the
entire manor had changed since their departure, lightness and life replaced by
something heavier, more cautious.

The great hall’s massive doors stood closed, two guards positioned outside. They
regarded Soren with flat, unreadable expressions as he approached.

"Wait here," one said. "You’ll be called when needed."

From beyond the thick oak, raised voices leaked through, the controlled fury of
men accustomed to being obeyed now finding themselves victims of circumstances
beyond their control.

"—abandoned my men in their hour of need!" Lord Trescan’s voice, sharp with
accusation.

"While you cowered behind your banner-bearer?" That was Karvath, his usual
diplomatic tone replaced by open contempt.



"My son is DEAD!" Lanther’s voice cracked with grief and rage. "Dead while you
squabbled over formation and precedence!"

The accusations flew faster, each lord desperate to assign blame elsewhere.
Through it all, Ashgard remained silent, allowing the initial storm to exhaust itself
before he spoke.

When his voice finally cut through the chaos, it carried the cold authority of a man
who had anticipated every word uttered in that room.

"Enough." The single word silenced them all. "This serves nothing except our
enemies."

"Enemies?" Trescan snarled. "The only enemy I see is the incompetence that led us
into that slaughter!"

"Then you are blind as well as foolish," Ashgard replied, his tone unchanged. "The
noble houses face extinction if we continue this petty bickering. Sylas is merely
the blade, the hand that wields him remains hidden."

A moment of stunned silence followed this declaration. Then Karvath spoke, his
voice lower but no less intense. "You suggest some... conspiracy? Some power
behind this killer?"



"I suggest nothing," Ashgard countered. "I state fact. This was a test, of our unity,
our resolve, our ability to stand together against a common threat. We failed."

"We failed?" Lanther’s laugh held the brittle edge of hysteria. "My son lies dead in
the forest, and you speak of failure as if discussing a tournament loss!"

"Your son died because we could not set aside our rivalries long enough to face a
single opponent," Ashgard replied, unmoved by Lanther’s grief. "What do you
imagine will happen when the real attack comes?"

The silence that followed felt heavier than before. Soren shifted his weight,
acutely aware of the guards watching him with undisguised suspicion.

"We leave this room with one voice," Ashgard continued after a moment. "One
account of what occurred. One response to the questions that await us. Or we die
divided, picked off one by one while pointing fingers at each other."

"And what story would you have us tell?" Dravien asked, speaking for the first
time. "That the finest knights of five houses were slaughtered by a single man?
That we fled like common soldiers?"

"We tell the truth," Ashgard replied, "carefully measured. Sylas employed tactics
we hadn’t anticipated. We suffered losses but gathered valuable intelligence. We
return to regroup, not retreat."



"A pretty lie," Trescan muttered. "When half our knights won’t return at all."

"Not a lie," Ashgard countered. "A perspective that serves our interests rather
than our enemies’. Unless you prefer to announce our weakness to every rival
house and foreign power watching us?"

The debate continued, voices rising and falling as arguments were presented and
dismissed. Soren listened with growing unease, realizing that even in defeat, the
game of politics continued unabated. Lives lost became pieces moved on an
invisible board. Failure became opportunity, if properly managed.

Eventually, a guard opened the door, beckoning Soren forward. "Lord Ashgard
requests your presence."

Soren stepped into the great hall, instantly aware of how the temperature seemed
to drop as every noble eye turned to him.

The massive oak table that dominated the center of the room was surrounded by
lords whose fine clothes couldn’t disguise their exhaustion and rage. Maps and
documents lay scattered before them, abandoned mid-discussion.

"Thorne," Ashgard said, his voice neutral. "Recount what you witnessed during the
attack."



Before Soren could speak, Lord Trescan slammed his palm against the table. "Why
question this... recruit? What could he possibly add that my knights haven’t
already reported?"

"Perhaps why he alone was spared when seasoned warriors fell," Harrick
suggested from his position behind his father, voice dripping with insinuation.

The room fell silent. Soren felt the weight of their collective stares like physical
pressure against his skin.

"I was not spared," he said carefully. "The killer attacked without discrimination. I
was simply... fortunate."

"Fortunate?" Lord Lanther’s laugh held no humor, only grief sharpened to a
cutting edge. "My son’s throat was opened while you stood untouched. Explain
your... fortune."

Soren’s mouth went dry.

"I cannot explain why I was spared." Soren met Lanther’s gaze directly. "I fought
as others did, yet lived. That is all I know."



The silence that followed felt like a physical weight pressing down on his
shoulders. Lanther’s eyes, red-rimmed and hollow with grief, burned into him
with the intensity of a brand.

Before anyone could speak, the chamber doors swung open. A messenger in
Ashgard’s colors entered, face glistening with sweat, chest heaving from exertion.
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"I don’t care what lies you’ve told the others," Lanther snarled, his grief-ravaged
face inches from Soren’s. "My son is dead while you live. Explain that, street rat."

The great hall had descended into chaos. Lords who had ridden together now
turned on each other like starving dogs fighting over the last scrap of meat.
Trescan pointed accusingly at Dravien, whose knights had supposedly abandoned
their position.

Karvath bellowed about Lanther’s cowardice. Each noble twisted the messenger’s
warning about Sylas’s continued movements into leverage against their rivals.



Soren stood in the center of it all, a convenient target for their collective rage. The
shard against his chest remained cold and silent, offering no guidance as
accusations flew around him like arrows.

"Perhaps the boy made some arrangement," suggested a Karvath captain, voice
dripping with insinuation. "Some... understanding with the killer."

"He disappeared into the forest," Harrick added eagerly. "Returned without
explanation."

"My lords, this accomplishes nothing—" Ashgard began, but his words vanished
beneath renewed shouting.

The massive oak doors at the far end of the hall swung open without warning.

Silence fell instantly, as if a blade had severed the very air.

A tall figure stood in the doorway, unarmored but no less imposing for it. Lord
Callen Dathen Velrane wore a long black cloak that brushed the floor, its silver
edging catching the torchlight.



His ash-silver hair and neatly trimmed beard framed features carved from cold
marble. Those pale gray eyes swept across the assembled nobles with the detached
interest of a man observing insects.

Soren’s stomach dropped. Of all the nobles who might have arrived, Velrane was
both the most powerful and the most dangerous, especially to him.

The lord stepped into the hall alone, though Soren glimpsed the disciplined
formation of Velrane knights waiting in the corridor beyond. Their stillness spoke
of more deadly potential than any dramatic posturing.

Callen moved with unhurried confidence, his boot heels striking the stone floor in
measured rhythm. He stopped at the edge of the gathering, surveying the room
with open disdain.

"I left my son’s blade in the care of lions," he said, his voice quiet yet carrying to
every corner of the hall. "Instead I find squabbling crows, picking at carrion."

No one spoke. No one moved. Soren had seen this effect before, Callen Velrane
didn’t need to raise his voice to command absolute attention. His reputation for
ruthless pragmatism preceded him like a shadow.

"Lord Velrane," Ashgard acknowledged, breaking the silence. "We did not expect
your presence."



"Clearly." Callen’s gaze flicked toward the maps and documents scattered across
the table. "Otherwise you might have presented a more... unified response to this
disaster."

Lord Trescan found his voice first. "My lord, we were ambushed by a killer of
unnatural ability. My knights fought bravely, while House Dravien—"

"Spare me your petty accusations." Callen cut him off with a slight gesture that
somehow carried more authority than another man’s shout. "I’ve heard enough to
understand what happened. You rode out as separate houses rather than a unified
force. You maintained your rivalries in the face of a common enemy. You failed,
not individually, but collectively."

Ashgard’s jaw tightened, though he made no direct challenge. Even he, master in
his own hall, seemed to recognize that Velrane’s influence was too great to dismiss
outright.

"The killer displayed abilities beyond our anticipation," Ashgard said carefully.
"We have gathered valuable intelligence at great cost."

"Intelligence?" Callen’s mouth curved in what might have been a smile on a
warmer man. "Yes, I imagine you have. Though whether you understand what
you’ve learned remains to be seen."



He moved further into the room, his cloak rippling like liquid shadow. The nobles
unconsciously shifted to make way, none willing to be the obstacle in his path.

Then those pale gray eyes found Soren.

The shard against his chest went from cold to freezing in an instant. Valenna’s
presence sharpened like a blade being drawn.

"And my son’s chosen Blade?" Callen asked, his voice softening in a way that made
it somehow more dangerous. "What role did you play in this... intelligence
gathering?"

Before Soren could answer, Harrick stepped forward, emboldened by the
possibility of redirecting blame.

"He was marked, my lord," the young knight said eagerly. "The killer looked
directly at him, spoke to him even, while cutting down better men. Then he
disappeared into the forest alone and returned unharmed."

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the nobles. Lord Lanther’s grief-hollowed
eyes burned with renewed accusation.



"He carries something unnatural," Lanther hissed. "Some connection to the
monster who took my son."

"A curse, perhaps," suggested Karvath. "Or worse."

The accusations built upon each other, gaining momentum as each lord saw
opportunity to shift blame from their houses to this convenient scapegoat.

Callen listened without expression, those pale eyes never leaving Soren’s face.
Then he raised his hand, a small gesture that nonetheless silenced the room
instantly.

"Enough." The word fell like a stone into still water. "If the boy is marked, then he
is mine to examine, not yours to condemn."

Soren felt the shift in the room’s atmosphere. What had been a unified attack
against him suddenly fractured as the nobles realized what was happening.
Velrane wasn’t just defending his house’s honor, he was reclaiming authority over
one of his assets.

Ashgard’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly. The lord had clearly
expected to control this investigation himself, using Soren as a resource under his
command. Now Velrane had stepped in, pulling Soren back under his house’s
shield.



"Lord Velrane," Ashgard began carefully, "as the boy was present during my
expedition, perhaps a joint inquiry would be most... productive."

"An expedition that failed spectacularly under your command," Callen replied
without heat. "I think House Velrane will conduct its own investigation into
matters concerning its members."

The nobles exchanged glances, recalculating their positions in this unexpected
power shift. Some looked relieved to pass the blame elsewhere. Others bristled at
Velrane’s consolidation of authority.

"House Velrane will investigate Sylas’s true nature," Callen continued, addressing
the room at large. "And if this Blade carries some mark or connection, then he may
well be the key to understanding our enemy." His gaze swept the assembled lords.
"Unless any of you have produced better insights from your... retreat?"

The silence that followed carried its own answer.

Callen turned back to Soren, studying him with the clinical detachment of a man
examining an unusual specimen. He stepped closer, close enough that Soren could
see the fine lines at the corners of those merciless eyes.



"You walk with shadows, boy," he said, voice pitched for Soren’s ears alone.
"Tonight, you answer to me."

The words settled over Soren like a shroud. This wasn’t protection, it was another
test. And with Velrane, failure meant death.

’The wolf claims what’s his,” Valenna whispered in his mind, her voice like winter
wind through dead branches. ‘But remember, little knife... wolves eat their own
when hunger comes.’

The messenger stood frozen at the doorway, his warning about Sylas’s movements
already forgotten as the nobles turned their attention to Callen Velrane. His
arrival had transformed the room’s chaotic energy into something colder, more
focused, like a scattered fire suddenly contained in a forge.

Soren felt the weight of Callen’s gray eyes upon him, piercing and analytical. The
shard against his chest pulsed with Valenna’s warning, but he kept his face
carefully blank. To show fear now would be to invite the worst from Velrane.

"My lord," Ashgard began, stepping forward with the careful movements of a man
approaching a wild predator, "we were discussing the appropriate response to this
threat—"

"Were you?" Callen’s voice remained soft, yet it cut through Ashgard’s words like
a blade through silk. "From what I observed, you were assigning blame rather
than formulating strategy."



His gaze swept the room, lingering on each noble in turn. Lord Lanther shrank
back slightly, his earlier rage curdling into something closer to fear. Even Trescan,
usually so bold in his accusations, found sudden interest in the maps scattered
across the table.

"The messenger brings word that Sylas has been sighted near the eastern farms,"
Ashgard said, gesturing to the still-waiting man at the door. "Three more dead. A
pattern emerges."

But Callen dismissed this with a slight wave of his hand. "Patterns mean nothing
without understanding. You chase shadows while ignoring the darkness that casts
them."

He moved toward the center of the room, his cloak whispering against the stone
floor. The space around him seemed to contract, as if the very air yielded to his
presence.

"You speak of blame and betrayal," he continued, each word precise as a surgeon’s
cut. "House against house. Knight against knight. As if your personal grievances
matter when faced with extinction."

Lord Trescan’s face flushed dark. "My knights died because Dravien abandoned
their position—"



"Your knights died," Callen interrupted, "because you failed to function as a
unified force." His gaze hardened. "Divided, you were prey. United, you might
have been hunters."

The rebuke struck with the force of physical blows. Soren watched the nobles’
faces as they absorbed Callen’s words, some with resentment, others with
dawning comprehension. Ashgard’s expression remained carefully neutral, though
a muscle twitched in his jaw.

"House Velrane will conduct its own investigation into this matter," Callen
continued, his tone making it clear this was not a suggestion but a declaration.
"Beginning with those who witnessed Sylas directly."

His pale eyes returned to Soren, who fought the urge to step back. The shard
against his chest went from cold to freezing, Valenna’s presence sharpening with
alarm.
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Night had fallen by the time they came for him.

Soren stood at the window of his small chamber, watching torches burn in the
courtyard below. The air tasted of smoke and tension. After the disaster of the
hunt, House Velrane had drawn in upon itself like a wounded beast retreating to



its den. Guards patrolled in doubled numbers. Servants moved with the careful
efficiency of those who knew their masters were in dangerous moods.

The knock at his door was sharp, authoritative. A single rap that expected
immediate response.

"Enter," he said, not turning from the window.

The door opened to reveal one of Callen’s personal guards, a tall woman with a
face like carved granite and eyes that gave away nothing.

"Lord Velrane requires your presence," she said. "Now."

Soren nodded, his stomach tightening into a hard knot. He had been waiting for
this summons since their return, knowing it was inevitable. The shard against his
chest remained cold and silent, Valenna withdrawing as she often did when House
Velrane demanded his attention.

He followed the guard through corridors lit by iron sconces, their flames throwing
long shadows across stone walls adorned with tapestries depicting wolf hunts and
ancient battles. Each step echoed with grim finality.



They descended a spiral staircase, moving deeper into the manor’s heart than
Soren had ever been permitted. The air grew cooler, drier, like a tomb sealed
against the passage of time. No servants moved in these halls. No decorations
softened the austere stone.

The guard stopped before a set of double doors carved from dark wood and banded
with black iron. Wolf heads formed the handles, their silver eyes catching the
torchlight.

"Through here," she said, pulling one door open.

Soren stepped into the Velrane family’s private council chamber.

The room was a perfect reflection of its master, austere, functional, devoid of
unnecessary embellishment. A long table of polished obsidian dominated the
center, its surface so dark it seemed to swallow the light from the hanging
candelabras. High-backed chairs of black wood and silver filigree surrounded it,
each bearing the wolf’s head crest of House Velrane.

Lord Callen Dathen Velrane sat at the head of the table, his ash-silver hair
gleaming in the candlelight. He wore a high-collared coat of deepest black, the
only ornamentation a single silver pin shaped like a wolf fang at his throat. His
pale gray eyes fixed on Soren with the detached interest of a butcher examining a
side of meat.



To Callen’s right sat Ayren Velrane, the lord’s younger son. Where Callen’s
presence commanded through cold authority, Ayren radiated a different kind of
danger. Tall and lithe, with elegant features that seemed crafted for courtly
intrigue, he watched Soren with eyes of deep amethyst that missed nothing.

His black hair carried that distinctive violet sheen that marked him as truly
Velrane. Unlike his father’s austere attire, Ayren wore a high-collared coat with
subtle embroidery, understated yet clearly costly.

"The survivor returns," Ayren remarked, his voice carrying the cultured accent of
extended education in the southern courts. "How fascinating."

Soren felt a presence at his side and turned to find Veyr standing closer than
expected. He moved with the silent grace that had first caught Soren’s attention
during training.

Tall and gracefully built, with sharp features that seemed caught between boyhood
and maturity, Veyr carried himself with a deliberate elegance that carefully
masked a slight limp. His pale skin and ink-stained fingers betrayed long hours in
the archive rather than the training yard.

Veyr’s proximity felt significan, not protective, but possessive. A statement to the
room: this one belongs to me.

"Sit," Callen commanded, gesturing to a chair directly across from him.



Soren obeyed, feeling the weight of three Velrane gazes upon him. The chair was
harder than it looked, offering no comfort, no place to hide.

"You know why you’re here," Callen began, his voice as cold and precise as a
winter morning. "The nobles whisper of curses and marks. They say Sylas
recognized you. Spared you. They suggest conspiracies and dark pacts."

The lord leaned forward slightly, those pale eyes boring into Soren with
uncomfortable intensity.

"I have no interest in superstition," Callen continued. "Fear breeds excuses.
Excuses breed weakness. My house tolerates neither." His fingers tapped once
against the obsidian table. "You are not cursed, boy. You are either sharp steel, or
you are rust."

The words hung in the air between them, cutting through the rumors and
accusations that had swirled since their return. Callen didn’t care about mystical
explanations or supernatural forces. He cared about utility. Value. Return on
investment.

"Lord Ashgard’s expedition failed spectacularly," Ayren observed, leaning back in
his chair with the casual grace of a cat stretching in sunlight. "Yet you alone
emerged relatively unscathed, while better-trained knights fell. Why is that, I
wonder?"



The question carried a thousand barbs beneath its velvet surface. Soren felt each
one pricking at his skin, searching for weakness.

"I can’t explain why I survived," he replied, choosing his words with painful care.
"Sylas cut down anyone who faced him directly. I... didn’t."

"Didn’t face him?" Ayren’s perfect eyebrow arched slightly. "Or didn’t seem worth
his effort?"

"Both, perhaps," Soren admitted. The truth felt safer than any lie he might
construct under these penetrating gazes.

Ayren’s lips curved in what might have been a smile on a warmer man.
"Interesting. And when you disappeared into the forest afterward, what did you
seek there?"

The shard against Soren’s chest pulsed with sudden cold. How had Ayren learned
of that? The nobles had whispered accusations, yes, but this was specific
knowledge. Someone had been watching him more closely than he’d realized.

"I thought I heard something," Soren replied, the half-truth sticking in his throat.
"It was nothing."



"Nothing?" Ayren tilted his head slightly, those amethyst eyes gleaming with
predatory interest. "How disappointing. I'd hoped for a more... creative
explanation."

Callen watched this exchange without comment, his face revealing nothing of his
thoughts. Only his eyes moved, tracking each response, measuring each hesitation.

"Tell me," Ayren continued, fingers steepled before him, "how do you view the
noble houses after witnessing their... performance during the hunt? What insights
did you glean from watching them face true danger?"

The question was a trap, elegantly constructed. Answer honestly, admit he’d seen
cowardice and incompetence, and risk insulting houses whose influence could
crush him. Lie, claim admiration for their bravery, and Ayren would know
instantly, marking him as either a fool or a sycophant.
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"I saw men who train for tournaments facing war," Soren said carefully. "They
fought as they were taught to fight. It wasn’t enough."

Ayren’s eyes narrowed slightly. "And Ashgard’s failure? How do you explain that?"



"He underestimated his enemy," Soren replied. "We all did."

"We?" Ayren leaned forward, voice sharpening. "You place yourself alongside
lords and trained knights? How presumptuous for someone elevated by
circumstance."

The insult struck with precision, finding the old wound of Soren’s origins. Heat
rose in his throat, anger threatening to override caution.

"He is my Blade." Veyr’s voice cut through the tension, cold and absolute. "You
will not break him before he’s tempered."

Soren glanced sideways, surprised by the intervention. Veyr hadn’t moved, his
posture still relaxed, but something in his voice carried unmistakable authority.
Not protection, possession. The distinction was crucial.

Ayren leaned back, a flicker of something unreadable passing between the
brothers. "Of course," he conceded with practiced grace. "I merely seek to
understand what you’ve claimed, brother."

Callen observed this exchange with the detached interest of a man watching pieces
move across a game board. When he finally spoke, his voice carried the weight of
judgment.



"If your Blade carries some connection to our enemy, Veyr, then his strength
reflects on you, son." The words fell like stones into still water. "See that he does
not falter."

Veyr inclined his head slightly, acknowledging both the warning and the
responsibility it entailed.

Callen turned his pale gaze back to Soren. "House Velrane does not tolerate
mysteries unless they serve our purpose. You survived when others died. Either
that makes you valuable, or it makes you suspect."

The lord’s fingers tapped once more against the obsidian table, the sound
unnaturally loud in the chamber’s silence.

"If you prove yourself, you will be sharpened, honed, forged into a weapon worthy
of Velrane." Callen’s voice remained emotionless, stating facts rather than making
threats. "If you falter, you will be discarded without hesitation. House Velrane
does not carry dead weight. Remember that."

The words settled over Soren like a physical weight. Not a threat, a simple
statement of how the world worked in House Velrane’s eyes. Utility above all.
Value measured in results, not intentions.



Ayren leaned back, faintly amused. "Perhaps he’s sharper than he looks," he
remarked to no one in particular. "Or perhaps he’s hiding the rust well."

Veyr’s hand moved to rest briefly on his sword hilt, the gesture carrying its own
silent message. A reminder of where Soren stood, claimed as Veyr’s Blade, but not
yet proven worthy of that position.

Callen rose, signaling the meeting’s end. He looked down at Soren with those pale,
merciless eyes that had witnessed the rise and fall of countless nobles over
decades of political warfare.

"A wolf does not ask if the cub can hunt," he said, his voice soft yet carrying to
every corner of the chamber. "It watches. It waits. It culls."

With that final pronouncement, he turned and left through a door Soren hadn’t
noticed before, a private exit for the lord of the house. Ayren followed after a
moment, his departure marked by a final assessing glance that promised future
conversations under less formal circumstances.

Only Veyr remained, standing close enough that Soren could smell the faint scent
of ink and parchment that clung to his clothes.

"Come," he said simply, moving toward the main doors.



Soren followed, feeling the weight of what had just occurred settling over him like
a shroud. He had been measured, assessed, neither fully accepted nor completely
rejected. The middle ground was perhaps the most dangerous position of all.

As they climbed the stairs back toward the manor’s upper levels, the shard against
his chest finally stirred, Valenna’s presence returning like the first breath of
winter air.

’You’ve stepped deeper into the den, little knife,’

she whispered, her voice cold with warning. ’Now the wolves decide if you run with them,
or feed them.’

Soren leaned against the cool stone wall outside the council chamber, trying to
steady his breath. His legs felt oddly weak, as if he’d just finished one of Kaelor’s
brutal training sessions rather than simply standing before three Velranes. The
corridor stretched empty in both directions, torchlight casting his shadow long
and distorted against the opposite wall.

’They didn’t kill me,” he thought, a grim victory in itself.

He pushed away from the wall, wincing as his still-healing ribs protested the
movement. The manor felt different tonight, colder, more watchful. Servants who
normally offered small nods of acknowledgment now vanished around corners at
his approach. Word had spread. The marked one. The survivor. The suspect.



As he turned toward the stairs leading back to the upper levels, a figure detached
from the shadows ahead. Tall, slim, moving with the liquid grace of someone who
had studied movement as an art form. Ayren Velrane.

"Walk with me," the younger Velrane son said, his tone making it clear this was
not a request.

Soren fell into step beside him, keeping a careful distance. Ayren led him not
upward toward the main hall but sideways, through a narrow corridor he’d never
noticed before. Their footsteps echoed in perfect synchronization, a rhythm that
somehow felt deliberate on Ayren’s part.

"My brother has claimed you," Ayren said after they’d walked in silence for
several moments. "An interesting choice."

Soren said nothing. Every conversation with a Velrane was a trap waiting to be
sprung.

"You wonder why I’ve intercepted you." Ayren glanced sideways, those amethyst
eyes catching the torchlight like gemstones. "Perhaps you think I mean to threaten
you. Or warn you. Or perhaps recruit you to some scheme against my brother."

The corridor opened into a small courtyard Soren had never seen before. A private
garden, enclosed by high walls and open to the night sky above. A single tree grew
at its center, its bare branches reaching toward the stars like skeletal fingers.



Ayren stopped beside a small stone bench, though he made no move to sit. "I
merely wish to understand what my brother sees in you. Veyr rarely takes interest
in... well, in anything requiring sustained effort."

The insult was so casually delivered that Soren almost missed it. He kept his face
carefully neutral, though his jaw tightened slightly.

"Nothing to say?" Ayren’s mouth curved in what might have been amusement.
"Perhaps that’s wisdom. Or perhaps it’s simply the habit of those who grew up
knowing silence was safer than speech."

He circled Soren slowly, studying him from different angles with the detached
interest of a collector examining a curiosity.

"You survived when knights and nobles fell," Ayren continued. "Either you possess
qualities they lacked, or you were deemed too insignificant to kill. Which do you
believe it was?"
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The bruise on Soren’s ribs had finally turned from purple to a sickly yellow-green,
but the memory of Sylas remained as fresh as an open wound.



Three weeks had passed since their return to Northaven, three weeks of whispers
that followed him through House Velrane’s halls like persistent shadows. The
expedition’s survivors had scattered to their respective houses, but the stain of
failure clung to them all.

Lords who had once boasted of hunting glory now spoke in hushed tones of
strategy and preparation. Knights who had fled before Sylas’s blade now trained
with desperate intensity, as if steel and sweat could wash away the shame.

"Again," Kaelor barked from the edge of the training yard, his voice stronger than
it had been in days. The Swordmaster sat propped against a wooden post, his torso
still wrapped in bandages beneath his loose shirt. Despite the healers’ insistence
on bed rest, he had dragged himself to the yard each morning, refusing to yield
even to his own body’s limitations.

Soren pivoted, blade flashing in the early sunlight as he executed the sequence
Kaelor had demanded. The movements felt different now, sharper, more urgent.

Before Sylas, training had been about proving himself worthy of House Velrane.
After Sylas, it was about survival.

"Your guard drops after the third strike," Kaelor called, his single eye narrowed in
assessment. "A child could slip past that defense."



’A child wouldn’t need to,” Soren thought grimly. ’Sylas would have taken my head
before I completed the first movement.’

The shard pulsed cold against his chest, Valenna stirring from her morning
silence. 'True,” she whispered, her voice like frost forming on glass. ’But you’re
still breathing. Learn from that.’

Across the yard, other Velrane knights trained with similar intensity. The upcoming
tournament loomed over them all, a political showcase thinly disguised as sport,
where House Velrane would be judged not just on skill but on recovery. After the
expedition’s failure, they needed a victory to reassert their standing among the
noble houses.

"The Ashgard contingent arrives tomorrow," Ser Torven mentioned as he passed,
adjusting the straps of his practice armor. The older knight’s face had grown more
lined since their return, new gray streaking his beard. "Lord Callen has ordered full
ceremony."

Soren nodded, wiping sweat from his brow. House Ashgard’s participation in the
tournament carried particular weight after the expedition. Their presence
represented either continued alliance or careful assessment of Velrane’s weakened
position, no one was quite certain which.



"Perhaps they’ll bring that female knight," another voice added, Derren, one of the
younger Velrane swordsmen. "The one with the scar across her jaw. She moved like
water during the retreat."”

"She moved like someone with sense," Kaelor grunted, shifting his position with a
barely concealed wince. "Unlike our noble contingent."”

Silence fell across the yard at the Swordmaster’s words. The expedition’s failure
remained a wound too fresh to probe carelessly, especially with Kaelor’s injuries as
a constant reminder.

Soren resumed his drills, focusing on the sequence that had earned Kaelor’s
criticism. The shard against his chest warmed slightly as he moved, Valenna’s
presence sharpening with interest.

’They’re watching you,’

she observed, her attention shifting toward the upper gallery where several shadows moved
behind the latticework. 'The wolves observe their investment.’

Soren didn’t need to look up to know she was right. He had felt the weight of those
eyes since dawn, Velrane eyes, assessing, calculating. With the tournament
approaching, every knight’s performance was scrutinized for weakness.



For him, the stakes were higher still. As Veyr’s chosen Blade, his failure would
reflect directly on the heir’s judgment.

"Lord Veyr requests your presence," a servant announced, appearing at the yard’s
edge with the silent efficiency that marked all House Velrane’s retainers. "The
archive. Immediately."”

Soren lowered his blade, nodding acknowledgment. Kaelor’s expression soured
further, though he made no direct objection.

The Swordmaster had grown increasingly irritable as the tournament approached,
especially when his training sessions were interrupted by Veyr’s summons.

The shard cooled against Soren’s skin as he sheathed his practice blade. 'The young
wolf calls,” Valenna murmured, her tone carrying that mixture of disdain and
curiosity she always reserved for Veyr. ’Perhaps he’s finally found something useful
in those dusty scrolls.’

The archive occupied the eastern wing of Velrane Manor, its windows positioned to
capture morning light rather than afternoon heat.

Soren climbed the narrow stairs leading to its entrance, his muscles protesting after
hours in the training yard. The guards flanking the heavy oak doors assessed him
with professionally blank expressions before stepping aside.



The archive’s familiar scent greeted him, parchment, ink, leather bindings, and the
faint metallic tang of preservation spells.

Shelves stretched toward the vaulted ceiling, laden with the accumulated knowledge
of generations. Unlike the grand libraries of other houses, designed to impress
visitors with their opulence, the Velrane archive existed purely for function.

Every text had earned its place through utility rather than beauty.

Veyr stood at the central table, pale fingers tracing lines on an unrolled map. He
didn’t look up as Soren entered, too absorbed in whatever pattern he sought among
the faded markings. Ink stained his fingertips black, matching the shadows beneath
his eyes from what had clearly been another night without proper rest.

"You’ve been avoiding the gallery observers," Veyr remarked without preamble, still
studying the map. "My father noticed."”

Soren hesitated, caught off-guard by the observation. "I’'ve been focusing on Kaelor’s
instructions."



"Hmm." Veyr finally looked up, those pale eyes carrying their usual mix of
calculation and barely concealed exhaustion. "A convenient excuse. The truth,
perhaps, but not complete."”

The heir straightened, wincing slightly as his left leg protested the movement. The
childhood injury that had left him with a permanent limp seemed to trouble him
more when fatigue set in, though he would never admit to such weakness.

"The tournament approaches,”" Veyr continued, gesturing toward a stack of
documents at the table’s edge. "House Velrane’s standing hangs by a thread after
the expedition’s... outcome. My father intends to use this opportunity to
demonstrate that we remain undiminished."

Soren recognized the implication immediately. "He expects me to compete."”

"Not just compete.”" Veyr’s mouth curved in what might have been a smile on
another man. "Win. Convincingly enough to silence the whispers about curses and
cowardice that have followed you since the forest."

The shard against Soren’s chest pulsed cold. ’A test,” Valenna whispered. ’Fail, and
the wolves will tear you apart themselves.’



"I’m not ready,"” Soren admitted, the words scraping his throat raw. Pride
demanded he claim otherwise, but pragmatism recognized the truth. "The other
houses will field knights with years more experience—"

"Yes," Veyr interrupted, returning his attention to the map. "They will. Knights who
fled before Sylas while you remained standing. An interesting contrast, wouldn’t
you say?"

The observation hung between them, sharp-edged and double-sided. A compliment
wrapped around an expectation, a reminder disguised as encouragement.

"My father has arranged the brackets," Veyr continued after a moment. "You’ll face
House Lanther’s second son in the opening round. A deliberate choice."”
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Soren felt his stomach tighten. House Lanther had lost their heir during the
expedition, Edric, cut down while fleeing. To face his brother in the tournament’s
opening round carried unmistakable political significance.

"Lord Lanther will view it as an insult," he said carefully.



"Precisely." Veyr’s fingers tapped against the map, a rhythm that matched his
accelerating thoughts. "He believes you somehow cursed or marked, spared by
Sylas while his son died. This match forces a public reckoning. Defeat his
remaining son in honorable combat, and you begin to rewrite the narrative.
Lose..."

He left the consequence unspoken, though its shape loomed between them like a
shadow.

"The other houses have been preparing for months," Soren pointed out. "I’ve had
three weeks since returning from—"

"Yes, yes," Veyr waved away the objection. "Time, experience, training, all
relevant factors under normal circumstances. But these are not normal
circumstances, are they?" His pale eyes fixed on Soren with sudden intensity.
"Something happened in that forest. Something beyond what you’ve admitted to
my father or brother."

The shard went from cool to freezing against Soren’s skin. He fought to keep his
expression neutral, though his pulse quickened traitorously.

"I told Lord Callen everything I saw," he said, the careful phrasing feeling
inadequate even as he spoke.

"What you saw," Veyr repeated, stepping closer. "An interesting distinction. What
about what you heard? What you felt? What you learned?"



The heir’s perception had always been unnervingly acute. Where Ayren wielded
charm and Callen commanded through cold authority, Veyr observed. Noticed
patterns others missed. Connected fragments into wholes.

"I survived by chance," Soren insisted. "Nothing more."

"Chance." Veyr’s laugh held no humor. "House Velrane doesn’t entrust its future to
chance, Soren. Neither should you." He tapped the tournament brackets with one
ink-stained finger. "Three days. That’s what you have to transform from survivor
to victor. I suggest you use them wisely."

The heir returned to his map, the dismissal clear. Soren stood for a moment
longer, the weight of expectation settling across his shoulders like a physical
burden. Then he turned to leave, the shard cold against his chest.

’He knows you’re hiding something,” Valenna whispered as he descended the
stairs. 'The question is whether he’ll protect that secret... or expose it.’

Soren didn’t answer. He couldn’t afford to be seen talking to himself, not with
servants watching from every shadow, not with the tournament looming like an
executioner’s blade. Instead, he headed back toward the training yard, where Kaelor
waited with criticism that suddenly seemed preferable to Veyr’s perceptive gaze.



The yard had grown more crowded during his absence. Knights from minor houses
allied with Velrane had arrived for final preparations, their colored surcoats adding
splashes of brightness to the usual Velrane blacks and silvers.

They moved with the nervous energy of men aware they performed for unseen
observers, each drill carrying the weight of political calculation.

"There he is," someone muttered as Soren approached. "Velrane’s lucky charm."

"Lucky or cursed," another voice added, just loud enough to carry. "We’ll see which
in the ring."

Soren kept his face carefully blank as he retrieved his practice blade. The whispers
had become familiar companions over the past weeks, sometimes hushed in fear,
sometimes sharp with accusation, always present like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

Kaelor watched his return with narrowed eye, assessing his expression with the
practiced skill of a man who had spent decades reading opponents.



"The young lord had wisdom to impart?" the Swordmaster asked, voice pitched low
enough that only Soren could hear.

"Brackets," Soren replied quietly. "I face Lanther’s second son in the opening
round."”

Kaelor’s eye widened slightly before narrowing to a calculating squint. "Bold move.
Or desperate." He shifted, wincing as the movement pulled at his healing wounds.
"Lanther will want blood after losing his heir. Literal blood, not tournament
victory."

Soren nodded, the weight of what awaited him settling deeper into his bones. Three
days to prepare for a match designed to either redeem or destroy him. The shard
pulsed cold against his chest, almost in rhythm with his quickening heartbeat.

"Show me the Ashgardian counter again,” he said, raising his practice blade. "The
one that opens the right flank."

Kaelor studied him for a moment, then nodded. "Stance wider. Weight back. You’ll
need everything I can teach you and more."

As the sun climbed higher, servants appeared along the gallery’s edge, unfurling the
tournament banners that had been carefully stored since last season.



House Velrane, crimson for Trescan, midnight blue for Dravien, green for Karvath.
The sight sent a ripple of tension through the training yard. The physical
manifestation of what approached, what could not be avoided.

By midday, the yard had transformed. What had been routine training now carried
the sharp edge of imminent judgment.

Knights drilled with fierce intensity, each stroke measured not just by its technical
precision but by its political implications.

Who would represent their houses? Who would bring glory or shame? Whose
performance might shift alliances that had stood for generations?

"Your guard is still dropping,” Kaelor called, his voice rougher now with fatigue. "A
tournament may have rules, but Lanther’s boy will aim to cripple, not score."”

Soren adjusted, feeling sweat trickle down his spine despite the cool air. His muscles
burned with the effort of maintaining proper form after hours of repetition.

The shard against his chest alternated between cool and cold, Valenna’s attention
sharpening each time he executed a sequence correctly.



’He’ll attack your left side,” she murmured as Soren moved through the pattern
again. 'They all do. They see the street rat and assume you’ll favor your stronger
side from brawling.’

’"How would you know?’ Soren thought back, keeping his face carefully neutral.

’I’'ve watched a thousand tournaments,’ she replied, her voice carrying that ancient
certainty that still unsettled him. 'The patterns never change, only the men enacting
them.’

A commotion at the yard’s entrance drew Soren’s attention. Lord Callen had
appeared on the upper gallery, his tall figure commanding immediate notice even
before he spoke. Beside him stood Ayren, dressed in the formal blacks that marked
official House business rather than his usual courtly attire.
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Dawn broke like a fever, painting Northaven’s spires in sickly gold. Soren stared at
his reflection in the polished bronze mirror, hollow-eyed, tense, a wolf sigil newly
sewn onto simple leathers that wouldn’t stop a determined blade.

Not armor befitting a noble house’s champion, but he wasn’t truly that. Just a
street rat with a borrowed name and borrowed purpose.

’Today I die or become useful,” he thought, fingers brushing the shard beneath his
tunic. Its familiar chill offered no comfort.

Three days of preparation had passed in a blur of bruises and sweat. Now
tournament day arrived, carrying judgment on black-feathered wings.

The shard remained silent as he made his way through Velrane Manor’s corridors.
Servants scurried past without meeting his eyes, their whispers following like
persistent shadows. The marked one. The survivor. The one Sylas spared.

"Ready for slaughter?" Harrick’s voice cut through Soren’s thoughts as he reached
the manor’s entrance hall. The Trescan knight leaned against a marble column,
malice disguised as casual interest. "Lanther’s second son has been practicing
killing strikes since his brother’s funeral."

Soren walked past without acknowledgment. Engaging Harrick would only
sharpen the knife already pressed against his throat.



Outside, morning sunlight bathed the tournament grounds in deceptive warmth.
The great houses of Northaven had transformed the central plaza into an arena of
politics thinly disguised as sport. Banners snapped in the breeze, Velrane’s black
wolf on silver, Trescan’s crimson falcon, Dravien’s midnight-blue serpent,
Karvath’s emerald stag.

Each house had constructed viewing galleries draped in their colors, where nobles
would observe the bloodsport below while conducting the real battles through
whispers and calculated glances.

Common folk pressed against the outer barriers, their excitement a tangible thing.
For them, this was entertainment. For Soren, it was survival.

"Keep your guard tight today," Kaelor’s gruff voice came from behind. The
Swordmaster approached slowly, still favoring his left side where Sylas’s blade
had opened him. "Lanther’s boy will aim for blood, not points."

"I know," Soren replied, watching servants spread fresh sand across the fighting
ring. Its pale gold surface would show blood clearly, which was precisely the
point. Victory wasn’t enough; the spectacle mattered more.

Kaelor’s single eye narrowed as he studied the gathering crowd. "Remember what
I taught you. He’ll come heavy, try to overwhelm you with strength. Don’t match
it. Redirect."



The shard against Soren’s chest suddenly pulsed cold, startling him with its
intensity. Valenna’s presence sharpened like a blade being drawn.

’They come,’ she whispered, her voice winter-cold against his thoughts.

A hush fell over the crowd as trumpets announced a new arrival. The northern
gate swung open, revealing a column of gray-clad knights moving with military
precision. House Ashgard had arrived, their banners bearing the iron fist that had
ruled Northaven for generations.

Lord Ashgard himself led them, those steel-gray eyes missing nothing as he
surveyed the tournament grounds. Unlike the other lords who dressed in finery for
such occasions, Ashgard wore the same practical armor he’d worn during the
expedition, a silent reminder of what they had faced, what they had lost.

"Bold statement," Kaelor muttered, watching Ashgard’s measured approach.
"Coming in armor rather than ceremonial robes."

The Ashgard contingent moved with the synchronized step of those who trained
for war rather than tournaments. Their faces remained impassive, yet Soren felt
the weight of their collective assessment as they passed. They had seen him in the
forest. Had witnessed his survival while better men fell.



From the Velrane gallery above, Lord Callen observed the proceedings with cold
calculation. His ash-silver hair caught the morning light, the only bright thing
about him. Beside him, Ayren moved among the assembled nobles with practiced
grace, leaning close to whisper comments that made some smile and others
stiffen.

The shard pulsed again, colder now. ’The wolves circle,” Valenna murmured. ’Each
seeking advantage from another’s weakness.’

Heralds appeared at the ring’s four corners, unrolling scrolls bearing the
tournament brackets. The crowd pressed closer, eager to learn which champions
would face each other in the opening rounds.

"Lords and ladies of Northaven!" the chief herald called, his voice carrying across
the suddenly hushed gathering. "By decree of the Council of Houses, we commence
the Tournament of Autumn Ascendance!"

Polite applause rippled through the noble galleries. Among the common folk, more
enthusiastic cheers erupted. They hadn’t witnessed the expedition’s failure, to
them, this remained simple entertainment.

"The first match," the herald continued, "Ser Torbren of House Karvath against
Ser Dallen of House Dravien!"



Murmurs swept through the crowd. Both were seasoned knights with multiple
tournament victories. A strong opening match, designed to distract from what
would follow.

The herald moved to the next pairings, each announcement drawing reactions
from different sections of the crowd. Soren barely heard them, his attention fixed
on the Lanther gallery where a tall figure in polished armor stood apart from the
others, staring directly at him with undisguised hatred.

Aric Lanther. The second son, now the heir after Sylas’s blade had opened his
brother’s throat.

"Soren Thorne, Blade of House Velrane," the herald’s voice cut through Soren’s
focus, "against Aric Lanther, Heir of House Lanther!"

The announcement sent a ripple of tension through the entire gathering. Not just
another match, a public reckoning. The survivor against the bereaved. The marked
one against the vengeful.

From the Lanther gallery, Lord Lanther leaned forward, his grief-hollowed face
tight with anticipation. He had lobbied for this match, Soren realized. Had
demanded this opportunity for what he would call justice.

"Third match," the herald continued, though few were listening now. The
narrative had been established. The true spectacle identified.



Kaelor gripped Soren’s shoulder, fingers digging into muscle. "Listen carefully," he
growled, voice pitched for Soren’s ears alone. "He’ll try to cripple you in the first
exchange. He doesn’t care about winning, he wants to make you suffer for his
brother’s death."

The shard pulsed cold agreement. ’He comes for blood-price,” Valenna
whispered. ’He will not fight with honor.’

"I know," Soren replied, watching Aric Lanther descend from his family’s gallery.
The heir moved with the rigid control of someone containing explosive rage. His
armor gleamed in the morning sun, freshly polished yet marked with black ribbons
of mourning across the right shoulder and arm.

"Your guard drops after the third exchange," Kaelor continued, his grip tightening.
"Corrected in practice, but under pressure—" He shook his head. "Don’t give him
that opening."

From the Velrane gallery, Veyr watched with unreadable expression. The heir hadn’t
spoken to Soren since their meeting in the archive, but his pale eyes had followed
every practice session, assessing, calculating. Now he leaned forward slightly, the
only indication that this match carried particular significance.
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Beside him, Ayren smiled as he whispered something to a Dravien noble that made
the man’s eyes widen. Even from this distance, Soren could read the words on
Ayren’s lips: "watching a wolf test its cub."

The first match began, knights saluting each other with formal precision before
launching into combat that was more performance than true contest. Their blades
caught the sunlight as they moved through sequences that demonstrated skill
without risking serious injury.

The crowd responded with appropriate appreciation, though their attention
frequently drifted toward where Soren stood, toward where Aric Lanther waited.

The true spectacle approached.

When the first match concluded, servants rushed to smooth the sand, erasing
footprints and preparing the ring for what everyone recognized as the day’s real
purpose. The herald announced the victor with practiced enthusiasm, but the
applause felt perfunctory, anticipatory.

"Soren Thorne, Blade of House Velrane!" the herald called. "Enter the ring!"



The shard against Soren’s chest went from cold to freezing as he stepped forward.
Valenna’s presence sharpened until it felt like she stood beside him rather than

existing as a voice in his mind.

’Remember what you carry, little knife,” she whispered. 'Remember who guides
your blade.’

The sand shifted beneath his boots as he crossed the ring’s boundary. Unlike the
knights who had preceded him, Soren wore no elaborate armor, no house colors
beyond the wolf sigil on his simple leather jerkin. His sword was functional rather
than decorative, its plain hilt wrapped in well-worn leather that molded to his grip.

"Aric Lanther, Heir of House Lanther!" the herald announced. "Enter the ring!"

Aric stepped forward, his polished steel armor catching the sun with each
movement. Taller than Soren by nearly a head, broader through the shoulders, his

face set in a mask of cold fury beneath close-cropped brown hair.

The black mourning ribbons tied around his right arm fluttered in the morning
breeze, a reminder to all of why this match carried such weight.



The contrast couldn’t have been more deliberate. Noble-born heir in gleaming armor
against street-raised nobody in worn leathers. Old blood against new utility.
Righteous vengeance against suspicious survival.

"You should have died with my brother," Aric said, voice pitched low as they
approached the center for the formal salute. "Instead you return marked by the
killer."

Soren met his gaze without responding. Nothing he could say would penetrate the
grief-fueled rage that drove Aric forward. The heir saw only what he needed to see,
a target for his pain, a focus for his loss.

They raised their blades in the ceremonial salute, though Aric’s movement carried
none of the respect the gesture implied. His eyes never left Soren’s face, searching
for weakness, for fear, for any sign that might confirm his suspicions.

The herald raised his hand, then dropped it sharply. "Begin!"

Aric attacked without hesitation, driving forward with a overhead strike that would
have split Soren’s skull had it connected. No testing exchange, no careful
assessment, just killing intent barely constrained by tournament rules.

Soren sidestepped, letting the blade cut air where his head had been. The crowd
gasped at the naked aggression of the opening move. Even in a contest designed for
blood, certain courtesies were expected. Aric had abandoned them before the first
exchange.



The shard pulsed against Soren’s chest as he countered with a quick thrust toward
Aric’s exposed flank. ’He comes heavy,’ Valenna whispered, her voice sharp with
approval. ’You must make him bleed his strength.’

Aric parried and launched another attack, blade whistling through the air with
enough force to shatter bone. Each strike carried the full weight of his grief, his
rage, his certainty that Soren somehow deserved punishment for surviving when his
brother hadn’t.

They circled each other, blades meeting with impacts that sent tremors up Soren’s
arms.

A flurry of steel caught Soren’s cheek, drawing first blood. The crowd’s collective
intake of breath echoed across the arena as crimson droplets spattered the sand.
Aric pressed forward, emboldened by the sight, his blade a silver arc of vengeance.

Soren retreated, boots sliding in the sand as he fought to maintain his balance. The
wound stung, but the pain sharpened his focus. He could taste copper on his lips,
feel sweat trickling down his spine beneath the simple leather jerkin.



The morning sun climbed higher, casting the tournament grounds in harsh relief.
Around the central ring, the heraldic standards of each noble house snapped in the
breeze,

Velrane’s silver wolf, Trescan’s crimson falcon, Dravien’s midnight-blue serpent,
each banner a silent declaration of power and intent. The sand beneath his feet had
been raked into perfect smoothness before their match, now marred by footprints
and the first spatters of his blood.

Knights from every house crowded the edges of the arena, their whispers following
Soren like persistent shadows. He caught fragments as he circled away from Aric’s
next assault.

"—survived when better men fell—"

"—Lanther won’t stop until he’s crippled—"

"—something unnatural about him—"

The shard pulsed against his chest, colder than winter ice. Valenna’s presence
sharpened in his mind, alert and predatory.



’He telegraphs his strikes,’ she whispered. 'Watch his shoulder, not his blade.’

Across the ring, Aric adjusted his grip, knuckles white around his sword hilt. Sweat
beaded on his forehead despite the cool morning air, his breath coming in controlled
bursts that couldn’t quite mask his rage.

From the corner of his eye, Soren glimpsed the Ashgard contingent watching from
their designated area. They stood apart from the other houses, their gray uniforms
stark against the colorful banners surrounding them.

Lord Ashgard himself observed with those steel-gray eyes that missed nothing, his
expression unreadable yet somehow heavy with judgment.

Above it all, Lord Callen presided from the Velrane gallery, his tall figure
commanding attention without effort. His ash-silver hair caught the sunlight, the
only bright thing about him.

Those pale, merciless eyes tracked every movement in the ring with clinical
detachment. Not watching a son or champion, assessing an investment.



Beside him, Ayren moved among the assembled nobles with practiced grace, leaning
close to whisper observations that made some smile and others stiffen. His elegant

fingers gestured subtly toward the ring as he bent near a Dravien lord whose name

Soren couldn’t recall.

Aric lunged again, blade aimed at Soren’s knee, a strike that would end more than
just the match if it connected.



