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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 1

[image: ]


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 paws 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.

[image: ]

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 crossed to the bed, patting the mattress.

“You can rest here. I’ll bring you something to eat.”

Velrik approached slowly, uncertain, still waiting for the trap to reveal itself. When nothing happened, he climbed onto the bed. The blanket was rough against his fur but clean, and the mattress was softer than anything he had slept on in a very long time. He curled in on himself, tail wrapped close, and let his body finally begin to relax.

Before leaving, the woman paused at the door. “There’s one thing you should know,” she said quietly.

Velrik’s ears flicked toward her, though he didn’t lift his head.

“The collar,” she continued. “It’s enchanted. If you leave the manor without permission, it will kill you.”

His fingers rose to the leather band at his throat, tracing its edge.

He already understood.

“I’ll return shortly,” she said, and slipped out.

Left alone, Velrik buried his face against the blanket. His body ached everywhere—muscles stiff and sore, bones heavy with exhaustion, the place where the guard had struck him throbbing dully. But for the first time since the night his world shattered, the tension in his chest loosened just enough to let him breathe.

Sleep came quickly. It carried him away from iron bars and rough hands, away from salt spray and burning sand, back to pine forests and warm hearthlight. The memories were edged with pain now, bittersweet in a way they had never been before.

But they were precious. And they were his.

When the door creaked open again, he startled awake, heart racing—but the smell that reached him was warm bread and roasted meat, familiar enough to make his mouth water.

The woman had returned. She carried a modest plate and set it beside him on the bed, then knelt nearby.

“Sit up,” she said gently. “Eat.”

Velrik obeyed eagerly. He ate slowly, savoring the warmth and weight of each bite. The bread was fresh and soft. The small pieces of meat were tender. It was the first real food he had tasted in longer than he could remember, and by the time he finished, his limbs felt heavy with satisfaction instead of hunger.

“Just rest,” she said, rising. “I’ll come back later.”

Velrik barely heard her leave. He curled up again beneath the blanket, pulling it close around himself, and let sleep claim him once more.

He was safe. For now.

But some quiet part of him knew the safety would not last.
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Chapter 2
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Morning light sifted through linen drapes and slowly drifted across Velrik’s muzzle until it reached his eyes. He stirred slowly above the woolen blanket, stretching with cautious care out of habit, expecting iron above him and bars at his sides. When his hand met only soft cloth and empty space, his eyes snapped open, breath catching as he sat upright and took in his surroundings.

He was no longer in a cage. No sour stench of brine and sweat, no overbearing heat, no rattling iron answering every movement. Instead, there was a small room with plain furnishings and clean scents: a narrow bed, a small dresser, and a simple table and chair near the window. The lingering scent of lavender clung to him, gentle and pleasing. Even so, his body held itself tight, shoulders hunched and ears half-lowered, as if the absence of bars were only a trick that might vanish the moment he relaxed.

The prior evening returned in sharp flashes as he rubbed his eyes and tried to steady his thoughts. He remembered the shock of icy water soaking him to the skin, the rough hands that had scrubbed him clean without care, the way his old shirt had been ripped away and tossed as if it meant nothing.

He remembered the well-dressed man’s indifferent gaze as he looked him over, and the weight of unfamiliar faces staring—curious, amused, calculating. One word surfaced above the rest—Aberrant.

It rang through his mind as he climbed carefully from the bed and padded toward the window, the chill of the floorboards stealing warmth from his paws. The word felt wrong. He turned it over and over as he peered out the clear glass, trying to find its meaning, but all he could grasp was that it marked him as different, strange, not belonging here.

After months of bare-skinned faces and coarse voices that treated him like something caught and sold, it made a grim kind of sense that most of them did not know what he was; or they simply did not care. They looked at him and saw fur, teeth, and claws, and their world did not have room for anything that did not fit their norm.

A small movement behind him made his ears swivel back. Velrik turned abruptly, muscles drawing tight, and watched the bed as the blanket shifted. Lisa lay there, warm under the blanket, her hair spread like fire against the pillow. Her scent reached him as she stirred—flour and clean linen, a trace of earth and smoke—as if she belonged to warm rooms and hearthlight rather than iron holds and bruised shadows.

She blinked awake slowly, taking in Velrik’s rigid posture and the way his tail was tucked close, and then pushed herself upright with a soft sound.

“Good morning,” she said, voice quiet and careful.

The greeting landed strangely in Velrik’s ears after so many months of neglect; it felt like stepping onto ground that did not shift underfoot after weeks at sea. He did not answer at first. He only turned back to the window, as if looking away might keep whatever fragile peace existed from breaking.

Outside, the world moved with a normalcy so disorienting it made his chest ache. Servants in plain clothes swept fallen leaves from brick paths, guards walked the perimeter at an unhurried pace, and birds fluttered from branch to branch in the trees beyond the courtyard, shaking dew from their wings as though nothing in the world had changed.

He heard Lisa sliding from the bed. Instinct urged him to flinch, to turn and brace for rough hands, but no grab came. Instead, the soft rustle of fabric followed her as she moved toward a small wooden dresser. She pulled open a drawer and drew out a brush, then began preparing for the day with quiet, practiced motions—brushing out her hair, washing her face with a damp cloth, setting out clean clothes folded neatly on the bed. It was such an ordinary rhythm that Velrik found himself watching, wary and fascinated.

The absence of clothing on his own body became suddenly apparent. Fur hid much of what his clothes once had, but the missing cloth around his body made him feel exposed after having worn them for a little over a year. He turned his head toward the window again, ears warm with a strange discomfort he didn’t know how to name.

“Don’t turn around until I tell you to,” Lisa said, her tone gentle but firm.

His ears followed the sound of fabric moving behind him. Velrik’s eyes remained fixed on the courtyard as he tried to make sense of it.

These humans wore so much fabric, even in their sleep, and here—where the air felt colder and the stone held the night’s chill—they wrapped themselves in layers upon layers. Residents of Vaelwyn had clothing too, but it was lighter, simpler, made to keep off the elements or look pleasing rather than to hide the body entirely. Kits rarely wore anything until they were older. Velrik had spent most days bare, fur warmed by sun and firelight, unbothered by the shape of himself.

Humans had no fur at all to cover themselves. Was that why they covered so completely? Did they think their own bare skin was strange?

“Alright,” she said after a moment. “You can turn around.”

Velrik spun slowly, tail giving a single nervous flick. Lisa stood near the bed, now dressed in clean clothes with an apron—they looked like work garments rather than finery, but still had a slight flare of color—and she held her brush in one hand.

“Don’t worry,” she said, offering a small smile that did not ask anything of him. “I just want to brush you. They bathed you yesterday, but they left tangles everywhere.”

Velrik did not sense the hostility he had learned to read in men’s voices, the edge that came before pain. She had brought him food the night before, and she had not flinched from him in the way many others had. Still, his body remembered being grabbed and hauled and struck. When she stepped closer, he stiffened without meaning to.

“I won’t hurt you,” she murmured, reading the tension running through him.

Her hands slipped beneath his arms and lifted him with surprising ease. Velrik’s breath hitched as he rose off the table, muscles tightening. He expected fingers at his scruff or a jerk of a rope at his throat, but her grip was careful, supporting him instead of pinning him, and she set him down on the bed with a gentleness that made his chest tighten in a different way.

He sat with his hands resting on his knees, claws ready but relaxed, watching her warily as she began. The brush caught at knots and matted fur, bristles tugging at places still sore from being scrubbed and dried too quickly. He winced when it pulled, but she paused and worked the tangles free patiently, fingers parting fur with care rather than tearing through it. The contrast was almost unbearable; he had learned to endure roughness, to accept pain as a normal part of life outside his home, and this softness left him with nowhere to put his defenses.

When most of the knots were gone, she switched to a smoother brush and began long strokes along his head and shoulders, following the grain of his fur. The sensation slid through him like warmth, carrying him without warning back to Vaelwyn: his mother’s hands grooming him in the mornings as she hummed softly, the steady reassurance of being cared for simply because he was hers. The memory struck hard enough that his throat tightened.

His head dipped. Tears rose before he could stop them and fell dark against the blanket.

Lisa slowed, then set the brush aside. She moved to sit beside him, one arm wrapping lightly around his side, a touch that offered support without trapping him. Velrik leaned into it despite himself, fingers curling into the fabric of her apron as though he needed something solid to hold onto. His breathing hitched, and the sound that came out of him was small and broken, a soft whine.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly, voice thickening. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

Velrik tried to swallow the pain, tried to make himself stop, but once it started he couldn’t catch it again. He cried in shuddering waves, tail pulled tight around his legs, and she stroked the fur along his head and behind his ears in slow, soothing motions that made the grief spill faster.

“You don’t have to hold it all in,” she whispered. “You’ll feel better if you just let it out.”

Her words were gentle, but there was something underneath them—weariness, familiarity, as though she had spoken this comfort to herself in darker moments. “A lot of us here have gone through the same thing,” she added softly. “Some of us—are still going through it.”

After some time, when his sobs began to quiet into softer breaths, she brushed her fingers over his fur again, smoothing it down. “If you’re feeling up to it,” she said, trying to coax his thoughts somewhere less sharp, “why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

Velrik blinked up at her from where he had slumped against her side, face damp, eyes red-rimmed. The kindness felt real, but it also felt dangerous. Kindness invited hope, and the hope of being safe had long left him.

“Why?” he sniffled, sitting up a little, suspicion threading through his voice despite his exhaustion.

She offered him a reassuring smile. “Because I’m not like them,” she said, and there was a quiet certainty in it. “I know the only humans you’ve met are the ones who treated you like an animal, but not all of us are the same.”

Her hand returned to his head, smoothing the fur between his ears. “I had a little brother back home,” she added after a moment, her gaze drifting somewhere past him. “And you’re just a child. Children shouldn’t have to go through this.”

The truth of it rang in her voice in a way Velrik recognized. She sounded like his mother, telling him he wasn’t old enough to follow his father. She sounded like someone who meant it. Something inside him loosened a fraction. He rubbed at his eyes with the backs of his hands, then drew a breath that shook but held.

“I’m Velrik,” he said.

Lisa’s expression softened further, as if he had offered her something precious. “I’m Lisa Brenhoff,” she replied. “But just Lisa is fine.” She hesitated, then asked carefully, “How old are you?”

“I’m five—” Velrik began, and then the words faltered. Time had become a blur on the road and at sea. Days without names. Suns that rose and fell while he stayed behind bars. “I think,” he added, ears angling with uncertainty. “Is it Aurell yet?”

Lisa’s face tightened, a brief flash of pain crossing it before she smoothed it away.

“No,” she said gently. “It’s the later end of Oktaryn.”

Velrik’s ears perked slightly at that—relief, perhaps, that his birthday hadn’t passed without him knowing.

“When’s your birthday?” Lisa continued, her voice shifting as if she were trying to build a small bridge between them. “Count Veldoran’s wife allows a little celebration when one comes around.”

“Aurell five,” Velrik said, and for a heartbeat pride warmed him, the memory of village feasts and laughter flickering like firelight.

Lisa chuckled softly. “You’d say ‘the fifth of Aurell,’” she corrected, not unkindly. “Do you know how to write?”

“No,” Velrik admitted, and then his voice softened. “But my father does.” The warmth vanished. His tail stilled and his ears folded back as the image of his father crumpling under a blow flashed in his mind, and the question he had been circling since the night of the raid rose up again like bile.

Lisa’s gaze sharpened with understanding, and she shifted quickly, steering away from the raw edge. “I can teach you,” she said. “When I have time. But you’ll also need to learn how things work here.”

She ruffled the fur at the back of his neck in a way that drew a small, involuntary pleased sound from him—half chuff, half sigh—before she stood and squared her shoulders as if preparing herself for something difficult.

“For now,” she said, and her tone turned serious, “you need to stay in this room. Do not leave it.”

Velrik looked up at her, ears angling back.

“I know you want to move around freely,” she continued, “but the Count’s daughter loves small fluffy things, and she might think you’re—a dog.” She hesitated, then added, “I’ll bring you food first, and then I need to speak to the Count. He should know you aren’t just an animal. If I explain it carefully, he might listen.”

A dog? Velrik turned the unfamiliar word over in his mind, watching her cross to the door.

Lisa pulled it open, then paused with her hand on the latch and looked back at him. “Please,” she said quietly, as if it mattered. “Stay here.”

She stepped out and closed the door behind her. A moment later, Velrik heard a solid clack outside—metal against wood—followed by her footsteps retreating down the corridor.

He stood on the bed, staring at the door for a long moment, and then climbed onto the table to look out the window again. Outside, the courtyard continued its calm rhythm: servants moving with their tasks, a younger man tossing hay into a small structure where large animals shifted and snorted, the sound muffled by distance. The iron-and-stone walls stood in the distance as a barrier around everything, meant to keep intruders out—and to keep those inside from leaving. Velrik’s eyes traced the gaps between bars where he knew his small body could easily fit.

His hand drifted up to the leather collar at his throat. It sat snug against his fur, warm from his skin, and as his fingers pressed against it, he felt the strange, subtle resistance within the leather, as if it possessed a will of its own.

What is this thing? Some kind of snake? he wondered.

The thought made his stomach tighten. The collar had already shown him what happened when he pulled at it. If he were ever going to be free, he would need it gone—but even as the resolve formed, the memory of that crushing constriction flashed in his throat, and his breath caught.

Velrik lowered his hand slowly, eyes still on the distant walls, and tried to steady the trembling in his limbs. The room was warm. The bed was soft. The air smelled faintly of lavender and bread. For the first time in a long time, he felt something close to safety—but it was the kind of safety that felt fragile.

He stayed at the window long after Lisa’s footsteps faded. From here he could see the courtyard’s quiet rhythm continue—brooms whisking fallen leaves into tidy piles, a guard pausing to warm his hands near a lantern before resuming his slow circuit, a pair of servants crossing the brick path with baskets balanced on their hips. Everything moved with an ease that made him feel like the only wrong thing in the picture.

He dragged his gaze away and began to take the room in properly, letting his eyes roam over its edges and corners. The walls were plain plaster, faintly cracked near the ceiling, with a small carved beam running above the door. A narrow chest sat against one wall, its lid worn smooth from use; beside it stood the little dresser where Lisa had kept her brush and clothes. Near the bed, a low shelf held a few folded linens and a stub of unscented soap. Nothing here glittered. Nothing looked like it belonged to the Count’s world. It was a room built for someone meant to work and sleep and work again, and the simplicity of it settled uneasily in his chest.

He padded closer to the dresser, claws kept carefully sheathed as if even the scratch of them against wood might summon a punishment. The floorboards were still cold beneath his paws, and he found himself missing the thick earth of Vaelwyn’s burrows where the roots held warmth even in storm season.

The top drawer had been left a finger’s width open from Lisa’s hurried morning routine. Velrik hesitated, ears angling toward the door. Nothing moved beyond it. No boots, no voices close enough to sharpen his nerves. Still, his heart beat a little faster as he slid the drawer open the rest of the way.

Inside lay simple things: a small stack of plain ribbons, a few needles and twine wrapped in a scrap of linen, and a thin booklet with a worn cover. The memory of being stuck by a needle his mother left out reminded him not to touch those, but the booklet drew his attention. He leaned closer, sniffing it. It smelled of old paper and wax.

Carefully, he picked it up and hooked a claw beneath the cover to lift it. Lines marched across the pages in dark ink—small marks and shapes that meant nothing to him, but the steady pattern of them stirred a dull, frustrated longing. His father could read. His father could make sense of marks like these. Velrik’s throat tightened, and he closed the booklet again, setting it back as gently as if it might break.

His gaze drifted to the bed. The blanket was still rumpled from where he had slept, the wool coarse but warm, with a faint scent of lavender where he once lay. He climbed back onto it and pressed his palms into the fabric, feeling how it yielded under his weight. For a moment he simply sat there, shoulders loosening and tail brushing freely over the fabric, listening to the hush of the manor beyond the room: distant footsteps, a muted door closing somewhere down the corridor, the faint clatter of metal. The quiet did not feel like the ship’s quiet, heavy with threat. This was a gentler quiet, dappled with work continuing in other rooms.

Eventually, his hunger returned in a low, persistent ache, and with it came the sharp awareness that he did not know when or whether food would come. He glanced again at the window and then at the door, weighing the two as if either might lead to survival. The courtyard outside looked open, so open it felt like it was taunting him. The door looked solid, and the memory of Lisa’s serious expression returned: do not leave.

He remained where he was, perched on the bed like a cautious animal that had been offered a hand and was still deciding whether it would strike.

After what felt like a long stretch of quiet, footsteps approached and the latch clicked. Velrik jolted upright, ears snapping toward the sound, muscles bracing as if preparing for the worst. The door opened, and warmth drifted in with the scent of bread.

Lisa stepped inside carrying a small wooden tray. A simple breakfast rested on it: a heel of bread still soft in the center, a small crock of something with a delicious scent—goat’s milk, perhaps, or a rich porridge—and a cup of warm liquid that smelled faintly of fruit. The steam rising from it curled through the air, inviting him closer.

She set the tray on the table near the window. Her gaze flicked briefly to his collar, then back to his face, as if measuring how hard the morning had been on him already. “It isn’t much, but it’s warm.”

Velrik stared at the food, mouth flooding with saliva again, and then forced himself to look back at her. He didn’t want to be greedy. He didn’t want to look like an animal again. Yet hunger had hollowed him enough times that his pride felt thin, and this hot spread of food was very enticing.

“Thank you,” he managed.

Lisa’s expression softened. “Eat slowly,” she warned gently. “And stay in here like I asked. I have to speak with the Count before the day gets away from me.”

Velrik’s ears shifted at that—at the reminder of the man’s cold eyes and the way his hands had handled Velrik’s muzzle like a thing to be measured. His fingers curled against the blanket.

Lisa seemed to read the shift in him, because she hesitated at the door, tray already delivered, and added quietly, “I won’t be too long—hopefully.” Her voice held something careful—truthful, but edged with the knowledge that even promises could be fragile.

Then she left, closing the door behind her with a soft thud. The lock clacked again, firm and final.

Velrik waited for her footsteps to fade before he approached the tray. He climbed into the chair and then onto the table, hands hovering uncertainly above the food for a moment, as if he feared it might vanish.

The bread was warm against his fingers. He tore off a small piece and tasted it slowly, letting the softness spread across his tongue. The first swallow made his throat ache with relief, and he forced himself to breathe through it, to keep his hands from shaking.

He ate in small bites as she had told him to, pausing between them to listen for sounds beyond the door. The manor remained distant and muted, its life continuing without him, and for a time the only thing he could do was sit in the wash of morning light and eat what had been given, trying not to think too far ahead.

When he finished, he pushed the empty tray forward and stared out at the courtyard again, watching the world move on in neat, practiced loops. His fingers drifted once more to the collar at his throat, feeling the shape of it and the subtle wrongness beneath the leather. Beyond the walls, he could see the forest’s edge, dark and inviting; the vineyard’s bare rows on the other side stretched away like lines on a page he could not read. Everything looked close enough to reach, and yet he knew how impossibly far away it all was.

The empty tray sat before him on the table, breadcrumbs scattered across the worn wood. Velrik stared at them for a moment, then brushed them into a small pile with the side of his hand, watching how they gathered and shifted. The motion felt purposeful, though it meant nothing. It was simply something to do while the weight of stillness pressed against him.

He climbed down from the chair and padded back to the bed, pulling the blanket over his lap as he settled cross-legged against the headboard. The room felt smaller now that Lisa had gone. The walls held their distance, plain and quiet, but the space between them seemed to shrink when he had nothing to fill it with except his own thoughts.

His fingers found the edge of the blanket and began working at a loose thread, rolling it between the pads on his thumb and forefinger. It gave him something to anchor him while his mind drifted elsewhere, slipping past the locked door and the manor’s stone bones to something softer.

Vaelwyn came back to him in fragments, the way it always did now—never whole, never solid enough to hold. He remembered the sensation of packed earth beneath his paws, the way it stayed cool even when the sun pressed through the canopy above. He remembered the smell of fires winding up from chimneys at dusk, mingling with the sharp green scent of crushed herbs and the faint sweetness of sap bleeding from bark. He remembered voices layering over one another in easy conversation, laughter rising and falling, the sound of it wrapping around him as naturally as the air itself.

His mother’s hands had been soft and careful, her claws parting his fur as she groomed him in the mornings before the day began. She had hummed while she worked, low and steady, and the vibration of it had warmed his heart. She had smelled of mint and earth—of the garden she tended near their burrow—and when she held him close, her heartbeat had been a steady drum beneath his ear.

His father’s voice had been different—deeper, rougher at the edges, but warm in a way that made Velrik feel safe even when he didn’t understand the words. He would sit near the fireplace with a worn book open across his knees, fingers tracing those lines of marks that meant nothing to Velrik. He had wanted to learn. He had wanted to sit beside his father and follow those same marks with his own small claws, to know what they said and why they mattered.

Now everything had been ripped away, and he didn’t even know if they were still alive. Vaelwyn itself felt like something that had happened to someone else, a story he had been told but hadn’t lived.

Velrik’s throat tightened. He pressed his palm flat against the blanket and focused on the texture of it, the way the wool caught at the pads of his fingers. He would not cry again. He had already cried this morning, and crying didn’t bring anything back. It only left him hollow and tired, and he needed to stay sharp. He needed to remember that this place was not his, that these walls were not safe, that even Lisa’s kindness might be temporary or false.

He shifted his weight and let his tail curl around his side, the fur brushing against his leg in a way that was familiar and grounding. The collar sat heavy at his throat, leather warm against his skin, and he reached up to touch it again. His fingers pressed against the surface, feeling for seams, for anything that might give. There was nothing. The collar was seamless, smooth except for the metal buckle and faint raised pattern stitched into the leather.

The memory of suffocation lingered in his throat, and he forced himself to stop touching it. His hands trembled as he lowered them to his lap, and he curled his fingers into the blanket until the shaking stopped.

The manor beyond the door murmured on—footsteps passing somewhere distant, a door closing, the faint clatter of metal that might have been a pot or a tool. Velrik listened to it all, ears swiveling to track each sound, and tried to map the world through noise alone. He had done this on the ship, learning the rhythm of boots on deck, the creak of wood, the shift of weight that meant someone was coming closer. Here it was different. Softer. Less immediate. But he still catalogued it, tucking each sound away in case it mattered later.

Time stretched. The light through the window shifted slowly across the floor, creeping from the table to the edge of the bed, and Velrik watched it move without truly seeing it. His mind kept circling back to the same thought, turning it over.

What happens next?

Lisa had promised to speak with the Count. She had promised to come back. But promises meant nothing if the person making them decided otherwise, and Velrik had learned that humans could change their minds as easily as the wind changed direction. He wanted to believe her. He wanted to trust that she would return, that she wouldn’t leave him locked in this room forever, but belief felt dangerous. It opened a space for disappointment, and disappointment hurt worse than expecting nothing at all.

He pulled his knees up to his chest and rested his chin on them, tail wrapping tighter around his legs. The room was warm. The bed was soft. He had eaten. These were good things, better than the ship, better than the cage, but they didn’t feel like freedom. They felt like waiting.

The lock clacked.

Velrik’s head snapped up as the door swung open. Lisa stepped inside, her expression calm but purposeful, and she closed the door behind her before turning to face him.

“Come on,” she said gently. “I spoke with the Count. He’s agreed to let you walk around the manor.”

Velrik stared at her, ears lifting with uncertainty. “Walk around?” he repeated, the words feeling strange in his mouth.

“Yes.” Lisa crossed to the bed and knelt so she was closer to his height. “You can move through most of the manor freely. There are rooms you can’t enter—the Count’s office, the family’s private chambers, and any locked storage rooms—but the rest is open to you. The kitchens, the halls, the servants’ quarters. You don’t have to stay locked in here anymore.”

Something flickered in Velrik’s chest, fragile and tentative. He wanted to feel relief, but caution held it back. “Why?” he asked quietly.

Lisa’s expression softened. “Because I told him you’re not an animal; though, I’m sure he still sees you as one. He at least understands that you have the capacity to think and speak.” She reached out slowly, giving him time to pull away if he wanted to, and rested a hand on his head, her fingers rubbing gently between his ears. “You’re still not allowed outside yet. But this is a start.”

Velrik studied her face. She meant it.

“So, what now?” he asked softly.

Lisa smiled and stood, offering him her hand. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”

Velrik climbed down from the bed and took the hand she offered him, her fingers wrapping gently around his smaller hand. The touch was grounding, solid in a way that made the fear feel a little less sharp. She led him to the door and pulled it open.

The hallway was narrow and plain, its walls lined with pale plaster and wooden beams. Doors punctuated the length of it at regular intervals, most of them closed, and a single window at the far end let in a wash of pale light. The air smelled different here—less pleasing, more wood and stone and the faint sourness of old smoke. Velrik’s ears swiveled, tracking the sound of footsteps somewhere below, the creak of a door opening and closing, the echoing murmur of voices.

Lisa tugged gently on his hand, drawing him forward. “This is the servants’ wing,” she explained, her voice low and steady. “Most of us sleep here. The rooms are small, but they’re private. You’ll just have to stay with me for now.”

Velrik nodded, his gaze darting from door to door as they walked. He noted the spacing, the number of steps between each one, the way the floorboards creaked underfoot in certain places. His mind mapped it instinctively, filing the information away.

They reached a staircase at the end of the hall, and Lisa led him down. The steps were worn smooth in the center from years of use, and Velrik descended carefully, his claws clicking faintly against the wood. The air grew warmer as they went lower, carrying the scent of bread and roasting meat and something herbal that made his nose twitch.

The main floor opened into a wide corridor lined with doors and archways. Servants moved through it with quiet efficiency, carrying linens, trays, or tools, their faces focused and distant. A few glanced up as Velrik passed, and their reactions varied—some stared openly, eyes widening at the sight of him, while others looked away quickly as if they didn’t want to acknowledge what they’d seen.

One woman stopped mid-step, her gaze locking onto Velrik with a mixture of surprise and unease. Her hands tightened on the basket she carried, knuckles paling, and she took a half-step back before catching herself. She looked at Lisa, then back at Velrik, and something unspoken passed across her face before she turned and hurried down the corridor without a word.

Velrik pressed closer to Lisa’s side, his tail tucking instinctively, and his hand tightened against hers.

Lisa squeezed back, her voice gentle. “It’s alright. They’re just not used to you yet.”

They passed through an archway into a larger space that opened into the common area he had been in the night before. A few servants sat at the long wooden table, eating a late breakfast or mending clothes, and their conversation died the moment Velrik appeared. Silence settled over the room just as it had before, heavy and uncomfortable, and Velrik felt every pair of eyes on him again. His breath caught, and he froze.

One of the men at the table leaned back in his chair, arms crossing over his chest. He was older, graying at the temples, with a face weathered by years of work. His gaze moved from Velrik to Lisa and back again, his expression unreadable. “So, this is what everyone’s talkin’ about,” he said, voice flat.

Lisa’s grip on Velrik’s hand tightened, her tone growing defensive. “This is Velrik,” she told him sternly. Her eyes scanned the room briefly before she continued. “He can speak, and his situation is no different from the rest of us. He’s only five, so keep that in mind.” Her eyes stopped on the man again.

Velrik could feel the tension in the air. It was as if he wasn’t the only one this human had a problem with.

The man’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. He looked at Velrik again, eyes narrowing slightly. “Hopefully he doesn’t cause problems for us,” he huffed.

Velrik’s ears pressed back against his skull, and his claws flexed against Lisa’s palm. The man’s words were familiar—cruel, indifferent, assessing. He didn’t know whether to shrink back or let Lisa cover for him under everyone’s gaze. He simply stood there, tail curled tight, and waited for whatever came next.

A woman at the far end of the table cleared her throat, breaking the tension. She looked younger, with blond hair and pointed ears. “Leave the kid alone, Garren,” she said, voice carrying a note of reproach. “If anyone’s going to cause problems for us, it’s you.”

Garren grunted and stood up. He turned to the door and walked past them, dismissing Velrik as easily as he’d noticed him.

The woman offered Velrik a small, tentative smile. “I’m Mira,” she said. “That guy’s somewhat new and doesn’t get along with others well. You’ll be fine so long as you listen to Lisa.”

Velrik nodded mutely, unsure what else to do.

Lisa tugged him gently forward, leading him away from the common area and deeper into the manor. Eyes followed him as he left.

They passed through hallways lined with tapestries and into spaces that smelled of wax and polish. The walls here were finer, the floors covered in rugs that muffled their footsteps, and Velrik’s unease grew with each step. This felt like a place he wasn’t meant to be, where his presence was an intrusion rather than something allowed.

“These are the main halls,” Lisa explained, her voice quieter now. “The family uses them. You’re allowed to pass through, but don’t linger. Don’t touch anything. And if you see the Count or his family, step aside and keep your head down.”

Velrik’s tail drooped at that, tension coiling tighter in his chest. He had seen the Count only briefly, but the memory of that cold, assessing gaze was enough for him to want to stay away.

They turned a corner, and Lisa gestured toward a heavy wooden door at the end of the corridor. “That’s the Count’s office. You are not allowed in there under any circumstances. Do you understand?”

Velrik nodded quickly, his gaze fixed on the door. It looked ordinary enough, but something about it made his skin prickle. He filed the image away, marking it in his mind as a place to avoid.

Lisa led him onward, showing him the library—a room lined with shelves he couldn’t reach and filled with the scent of old paper—and the kitchens, where a handful of cooks worked over stoves and kneading tables. The heat there was overwhelming, thick and humid, and the noise was a constant clatter of pots and knives and voices calling out instructions. A few of the kitchen workers glanced at him, but most ignored him entirely, too focused on their tasks to care.

By the time they returned to the servants’ wing, Velrik’s legs ached and his mind buzzed with too much information. He had mapped as much as he could, but the manor was larger than he’d expected, more labyrinthine—nothing like the modest burrows back home. The sheer number of people moving through it left him feeling small and exposed.

Lisa walked him back to her room and closed the door behind them. She knelt again, meeting his gaze. “You did well,” she said with a smile. “It’s a lot to take in all at once. But you’ll get used to it.”

Velrik wasn’t sure he believed her, but he nodded anyway.
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Over the following days, Velrik began to move through the manor on his own, though never far from the servants’ wing at first. Lisa could not stay with him; she had her own duties.

He learned the rhythms of the place—when the halls were busiest, when they were empty, which servants were likely to acknowledge him and which would pretend he wasn’t there. He learned that mornings were loud and rushed, afternoons quieter, evenings thick with the smell of cooking and the low murmur of exhausted conversation.

He saw the Count only once in passing, a distant figure moving through the main hall with two guards flanking him. Velrik had pressed himself into an alcove and held his breath until the man was gone, heart hammering in his chest. The Count hadn’t looked at him. Hadn’t even glanced his way. But the fear lingered long after.

The other servants remained wary at first. Some ignored him entirely, going about their work as if he were invisible. Others stared when they thought he wasn’t looking, their gazes lingering on his ears, his tail, the claws and sharp teeth. A few spoke to him after a while—Mira, who worked in the kitchens and sometimes saved him scraps, and Joren, a younger man who tended the grounds and carried eggs inside, he had a quiet, easy manner that didn’t press too hard. But most kept their distance, and Velrik learned not to expect more than that.

Lisa taught him some letters in the evenings, showing him how to hold a piece of charcoal and trace simple marks on scraps of paper and parchment. The combined shapes didn’t mean anything to him yet, but he practiced them anyway, finding comfort in the repetition. She also made him new clothes and taught him small courtesies—how to stand when someone entered a room, how to speak when spoken to, how to keep his claws from clicking too loudly on the floors.

Every so often he would see Garren, who would shoot him a nasty look or make quick movements to spook him.

He learned, and he adapted, and he moved through the manor like a shadow, present but not intrusive.

But as the days stretched into weeks, the initial relief of being allowed to walk freely began to thin. The manor was larger than Lisa’s room, larger than the ship, but it was still a cage. The walls still hemmed him in, the doors still closed to him, and the collar still sat heavy at his throat—a constant reminder that his freedom was conditional and could be taken away just as easily.

He began to spend more time at the windows, staring out at the courtyard and the grounds beyond. The trees swayed in the wind, their branches reaching toward a sky he couldn’t touch. The walls stretched high and solid, and the gates remained closed. He could see the world outside, but he couldn’t reach it, and the distance felt worse than the ship’s hold ever had.

At night, he lay beside Lisa in the dark and listened to her breathing, steady and calm, and tried to quiet the restlessness growing in his chest. He told himself this was better. He told himself he should be grateful. But the walls pressed in anyway, and he didn’t know how to bear them without feeling like he was slowly suffocating.

One morning, Garren tried to escape.

Velrik hadn’t seen it happen, but the story spread through the servants’ quarters like smoke. Garren had attempted to climb the wall near the old storage shed. The collar at his throat had seized the moment he reached the top, and he had dropped with a rasping gasp that turned to choking panic. Guards had hauled him away like spilled refuse.

No one had seen him since.

Velrik’s hand drifted to his own collar as the whispers reached him. The leather sat snug and unnatural against his fur, always present, always waiting. He swallowed, and his throat felt smaller.
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By the time Novaryn crept toward its end, Velrik had memorized every corner of his allowed world. He knew where the light fell at midday, where the shadows pooled at dusk. He knew the sound of every servant’s footsteps, the scent of every room, the weight of every locked door.

And he knew, with a certainty that settled cold and heavy in his stomach, that he couldn’t stay like this much longer.

The morning Lisa told him he could go outside, Velrik didn’t believe her at first.

She had found him at the window in the common area, where he often spent his late mornings now, watching the gardeners work and the guards make their rounds. His hands pressed against the glass, leaving small prints in the condensation his breath had left behind.

“Come on,” Lisa said, and there was something lighter in her voice than usual. “I convinced the Count. You can go outside.”

Velrik turned sharply, ears snapping forward. “I can go outside?” he asked, excitement breaking through despite himself.

“The grounds only,” she clarified, holding up a hand before his hope could grow too large. “Not beyond the walls. But yes—outside.”

His chest tightened as something warm and fragile unfurled. He wanted to ask why now, what had changed, whether this was a temporary kindness that would be snatched away, but the words caught in his throat. Instead, he simply said, “Can I go now?”

Lisa led him down through the manor and out a side entrance he had only glimpsed from windows. The door swung open, and cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of damp earth and turning leaves. Velrik hesitated at the threshold, one paw lifted, as if the ground beyond might not be solid.

“Go on,” Lisa said gently.

He stepped out.

The grass was cool beneath his paws, softer than stone, yielding in a way that made his legs remember how to move naturally. The sky stretched overhead, vast and open, no ceiling pressing down, no walls narrowing his vision. He took another step, then another, and the manor fell away behind him as he moved farther into the courtyard.

The air tasted different here—clean and sharp, tinged with the mineral scent of approaching rain. Birds called from the trees beyond the walls, their voices bright and free, and Velrik’s ears swiveled toward them instinctively. His tail swayed slightly, balancing him as he picked up his pace, moving faster now, testing the limits of what he’d been given.

Lisa called after him, “Velrik, stay close.” Reminding him to stay where he could be seen, and he slowed, glancing back. She stood by the door, watching him with an expression he couldn’t quite name—something between sadness and relief.

Velrik turned back to the grounds and continued to explore slowly.

His paws glided soundlessly over the cool blades of grass, each step placed with the careful precision he had learned over the past weeks, his ears trained for the faintest change in air that meant someone was near.

The gardens sprawled before him in ordered beauty: hedges clipped into clean, obedient lines, beds for seasonal plants guarded by stone borders, and neatly trimmed trees that reached upward as if trying to escape the walls themselves. Damp earth scented the air beneath the sweeter weight of wilting roses, and when a breeze moved through the branches it carried the faint bite of autumn with it, the promise of colder nights.

The outside world was a welcome reprieve from stone, smoke, and polish; even the sunlight felt softer out here, pouring through branches instead of filtered through glass.

He moved with practiced caution, weaving among shrubs and low trellises as his eyes catalogued everything the way they always did now.

He had learned the limits of his allowed world the way a trapped animal learned the edges of its pen—the Count’s office, family bedrooms, storage rooms that smelled of iron and sealed secrets. But the grounds beyond the manor’s stone belly had promised an escape of a different sort. Today was warm for late Novaryn, the sun rested gently overhead, and Velrik intended to absorb all of it.

He drifted toward the outer edge of the garden, past a stone well and a path lined with rosemary bushes that had been cut back for the season. The wall beyond rose high, pale stone stitched with dark iron. Velrik’s gaze traveled it slowly, searching for the smallest mistake—a crack, a shifting block, ivy that grew where it shouldn’t. At the far end, where the wall met a dense curve of hedges and the ground dipped slightly, the stone looked older than the rest, weathered and uneven, as though repairs had been made there in a hurry long ago.

He crouched and ran his fingers lightly along the surface. The stones felt cool despite the sun, rough beneath his touch. In one place the iron bars seemed bent, a possible escape route when the time came. It wasn’t much, but Velrik’s mind leaned toward it anyway, toward possibility. His tail lifted a fraction, bushy tip twitching.

“Velrik!”

The voice cut the air with stern clarity, and his body reacted before his mind caught up. He jumped, fur bristling, ears snapping back as he pivoted, tail puffing out in alarm—all instinctual responses to the sudden sharp sound. Then he recognized the voice.

Lisa stood a few steps away, red hair pulled back beneath a plain headscarf, apron tied tight at her waist. Her arms were crossed, one eyebrow lifted—not in anger, not quite, but in the way she looked when she found him doing something she didn’t want to explain to someone else. The sunlight caught the fatigue at the corners of her eyes, the worry she tried to keep tucked away.

“What are you looking for?” she asked, the teasing lilt in her voice not quite covering the caution beneath it.

Velrik’s fur slowly settled. His fingers pulled away from the stone as though it had burned him. “I just wanted to see it,” he muttered, the words edged with defiance that did not match the tightness in his chest.

Lisa sighed and stepped closer, lowering herself into a crouch so she could meet him without towering. “Looking for a way out, you mean,” she said softly. “I know what it feels like to crave freedom, Velrik.”

His tail stiffened. The truth of it rose hot behind his eyes, too bright to look at directly. He didn’t answer, but his body did—shoulders drawn tight, jaw clenched, gaze darting once toward the wall and back.

Lisa’s voice dropped, quieter now, careful. “I understand your restlessness,” she murmured, and her gaze slid to the collar at his throat. “But escaping isn’t possible. Not like this.”

Velrik’s fingers rose, brushing the leather band without thinking. The collar sat snug and unnatural against his fur, always present, always waiting. The memories of the past weeks came with it—the tightening with cold intention, and Garren who was no longer around.

Velrik swallowed. His throat felt smaller.

Lisa’s expression softened further, a protective edge settling in. “I don’t want you to come to harm, and you don’t want to lose the privilege of going outside,” she said, and the words weren’t a performance. They came from a place that had been burned enough times to recognize smoke.

Velrik scuffed his paw against the earth, frustration roiling under his ribs. “I just wanted to see,” he whispered.

“I know.” Lisa rose and brushed dust from her skirt, then offered him a small smile that didn’t try to fix anything, only steady it. “But if you get caught sneaking about like this, it might not be me who finds you next.”

The warning landed like a weight. Velrik glanced back at the wall, at the loose stones and the disturbed ivy, then at Lisa. Her words were not a threat. They were the kind of truth that didn’t care if it hurt.

His tail lowered, the bushy tip drooping. With a reluctant exhale, he stepped away from the wall.

“Come on,” Lisa said gently, turning toward the manor. “Let’s go back before someone else notices.”

Velrik followed, his paws quiet on the path. The manor loomed ahead as he made his way back, stone and plaster rising above the garden’s order, its shadow stretching long across the hedges as the sun shifted. As they crossed the threshold into the cooler air of the corridors again, the scent of roses and damp earth fell away, replaced by polished wood, candle smoke, and the faint tang of cooking herbs drifting from the kitchen ahead.

The household still moved with its usual restrained efficiency. Servants passed like quiet ghosts, heads lowered, hands busy. Some barely glanced at Velrik now; others watched him with quick, wary looks before pretending they hadn’t. He had become a fixture of the manor’s strange ecosystem—a fox-like oddity that wandered halls, was shown off to guests, and otherwise remained hidden from sight. The novelty had dulled. The unease had not.

Lisa led him down a side corridor to a small workroom near the servant quarters, a space that smelled of ink and linen rather than wealth. A wooden table sat at its center, scattered with parchment and a stopped bottle of ink; candles had melted into uneven stubs along the edge, wax dripped like frozen tears. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with folded cloth, spare tapers, jars of dried herbs, and a few potted plants that clung stubbornly to life in the dim light.

“Since you’re here,” Lisa said, dropping a fresh stack of linens onto the table with a soft thump, “you can help me.”

Velrik hopped onto a chair and eyed the pile with mild resignation. Folding linens was hardly an adventure, but it was better than being paraded in the grand hall, better than being handled by curious guests—or worse, by the Count’s daughter when she was bored. He reached for the top sheet, smoothing it with his padded palms, trying to imitate the clean, precise creases Lisa made without thinking.

“You’re improving,” Lisa noted, glancing over as she sorted through a stack of parchment—inventory lists and household tallies, written in careful lines.

“It’s just folding,” Velrik muttered, though the hint of satisfaction he tried to hide betrayed him. He learned quickly when he had to; survival meant being sharp. It was the same back home.

Lisa smirked and rolled a strip of cloth, tapping it lightly against his head. “Still. You’re doing better than some of the others I get stuck with.”

Velrik wrinkled his nose, white whiskers twitching. He folded faster, more neatly, stacking the linens into compact squares. The repetition left room for his mind to wander, and it drifted, uninvited, back to the garden wall—the disturbed ivy, the loosened stone—and beyond that to the guard routes he had memorized and the main gate that only opened for noble blood.

Lisa hummed softly while she worked, quill scratching now and then as she dipped it into ink. Velrik found himself watching the motion, the way she shaped meaning from marks he still struggled to understand.

She sighed and scratched a line through previously written numbers. “Narday is always like this,” she complained. “How come the weekend is always filled with chaos?”

“What are you trying to do?” he asked at last.

“Just keeping track of what we have,” Lisa replied without looking up. “Candles, soap, fabric, herbs—anything the household needs. If we don’t, the steward will decide we have plenty until we’re scraping the last bit from the bottom.”

Velrik tilted his head. “Why can’t we just—see if we need more?”

Lisa’s mouth twitched. “Because the manor is a beast,” she said dryly, “and beasts don’t stop eating just because you aren’t looking. If no one counts, the wrong person goes without.” Her quill paused. “And you don’t want Count Veldoran to be without his embroidered towels, do you?”

Velrik chuffed pleasantly at her joke, ears angling in thought as he imagined the man making a scene over some cloth.

It was similar in Vaelwyn—order meant survival too. Store enough for winter, mend what broke, share when storms hit. But it had never felt this orderly. Here, everything had edges.

They worked quietly for a time, the room filling with the soft rhythm of folding and scratch of ink. Velrik found a strange comfort in it, a small pocket of calm that existed only when it was him and Lisa and no one was watching too closely.

Hurried footsteps sounded in the hall outside—small, fast, and immediately grating to his ears. Velrik’s ears snapped upright. His shoulders drew tight so quickly it was like a string pulled taut. Before he could even turn, a bright, youthful voice bubbled through the doorway.

“Is he here?”

Velrik’s fur lifted along his shoulders. A chill ran down his spine and made his tail puff at the tip.

The door swung open, and the Count’s youngest daughter swept in like a burst of color. She couldn’t have been much older than nine, draped in fine silks that shimmered as she moved, gold curls bouncing around her face. Her eyes locked onto Velrik and widened with delighted triumph, as if she had found a prize she’d misplaced.

“There you are!” she cried, and barreled toward him.

Velrik barely had time to brace before she scooped him up. He grunted as her arms tightened, ears flattening instinctively. Her hands sank into his thick fur, fingers raking through it with the careless familiarity of someone touching a beloved toy.

“You shouldn’t just grab him,” Lisa said quickly, yet respectfully, cautiously reminding the girl.

“Oh, he doesn’t mind,” the girl insisted, spinning in place as if Velrik weighed nothing at all. “He’s so soft today! Did you brush him again?”

“Yes, lady Caroline,” Lisa replied, exasperation slipping through despite herself.

Velrik kept his claws sheathed. He had learned the price of protest in this house, and he had learned the deeper rule: the Count’s children were extensions of the Count’s will. His body stayed rigid in her grip, tail drooping, eyes narrowed with quiet resentment as she pressed her cheek against his head and giggled.

“I wish I could keep you in my room,” she sighed dreamily. “You’d make such a lovely little pet to sleep beside.”

The urge to growl rose, but he swallowed it down and let his gaze drift toward Lisa instead. For a brief moment their eyes met, and there was something there—frustration, pity, and a hard line of caution all at once.

“Just don’t keep him too long,” Lisa said, tone even. “He was helping me.”

“I won’t!” the girl chirped, already turning toward the door with Velrik still clutched tight.

As she carried him away, Velrik let his body sag a fraction, retreating inward the way he had learned to do when resistance only made things worse. It was easier to become small in his own mind, to wait it out like bad weather.

It was common for Caroline to find him near the end of the week. Her weekly lessons stretched from Olynday to Thenday, and as Elarday drew closer, Velrik would grow tense—counting days without meaning to, knowing she would want to play with him as much as possible before the next week came.

The play stretched on. She insisted on a tea party with him as her guest of honor, tied ribbons against his ears and around his neck until they tickled and pulled at his fur, made him sit before an empty cup and pretend to sip while she chattered about nothing at all. When her older sisters joined later, the parlor filled with real tea and sweet pastries, their laughter bright against the room’s polished stillness. Velrik endured it with stiff silence, nodding when they demanded he “agree,” swallowing down the bitter taste of being handled and displayed.

The moment their attention scattered—voices turning to each other, hands reaching for sweets—he slipped away.

He padded down the hall and tore the ribbons from his ears as he went, flicking them hard to settle themselves back into place. Only when he was certain no one followed did he stop and exhale, rubbing his arms where fingers had squeezed too tightly. The sensation lingered: hands tugging at his tail, patting his head, pressing his ears back while someone tried to dress him in tiny garments meant for dolls.

He didn’t hate the girl. She wasn’t cruel in the way the pirates had been, she was simply ignorant, sheltered in a world where living things were possessions. But that ignorance did not make it easier to endure.

Velrik moved quickly toward the servant wing, desperate for the warmth that lived there—not warmth of hearth alone, but warmth of being seen as something more than a pet. The air changed as he descended: candle smoke blending with the scent of bread and stew, the low hum of voices growing thicker near the common room. His stomach twisted—he didn’t have the time to taste any of the snacks, too focused on escape—and he found himself thinking of Lisa’s quiet offerings, the way she slipped him bread when no one watched too closely.

He turned a corner too fast and nearly collided with an older servant carrying a stack of linens. The man hissed something under his breath, eyes narrowing briefly at Velrik before he brushed past as though Velrik were an inconvenience rather than a person. Not everyone here warmed to him. Some still watched him with fear, and others with resentment—as if his presence drew attention that made their own lives harder.

Velrik slowed as he reached the servant quarters. Warmth spilled through the slightly ajar door along with the murmur of conversation, and he stepped inside.

The common room was dim but alive, lantern light pooling across wooden tables, the hearth crackling with a steady, comforting sound. Servants gathered in pockets—some perched on stools, others leaning close together as they shared bites of their meal, voices kept low out of habit. Bread scent hung thick, and the smoky richness of stew threaded through it.

Velrik’s gaze found familiar shapes almost immediately. Near the hearth sat Dain, his dwarven shoulders broad as a barrel, his thick hands marked with old burns and soot that never quite left the creases, even scrubbed. He held a small tin cup in one fist and listened with patience as Mira spoke. Mira stood with one hip against the table, half-elf grace in the way she moved even when she tried to look casual, her green eyes sharp and amused as her fingers traced small gestures in the air to make her point. Not far from them lounged Joren, loose as rope, turning an apple over in his hands with idle precision.

Mira was the first to notice Velrik. A smirk crept over her mouth. “Ah,” she said, voice warm with teasing, “the little fox finally emerges.”

Velrik’s tail flicked in irritation at the nickname, but he stepped further in. He didn’t like being called a fox—he was a Vulpin, he was Velrik—but Mira’s tone held no malice, only a kind of familiarity he’d come to appreciate.

Dain’s chuckle rolled out like a low cough. “What, done playin’ dress-up with the little lady already?”

Joren snorted, catching the apple mid-toss. “Every time I see you, you’ve got another frilly ribbon stuck in your fur.”

Velrik slid onto a stool near the hearth, pulling his knees close in a posture that still belonged more to caution than comfort. “You try escaping a determined noble girl who wants you as a toy,” he muttered. “She doesn’t take no for an answer.”

Mira’s smile widened. “Sounds like a grand adventure.”

Velrik sighed theatrically, and Dain laughed again.

Joren tossed the apple toward him. Velrik caught it on instinct, hands closing around it with a soft thump. “Here,” Joren said. “Compensation.”

Velrik hesitated only a moment before biting in. The apple was crisp and sweet, juice flooding his mouth, and the simple pleasure of it grounded him more than he wanted to admit. For a moment, he was just a kit again with rich fruit and warmth on his fur.

Their conversation drifted back to what it had been before he entered.

“—I’m telling you,” Mira said, fingers drumming lightly against the table, “the steward’s going to cut rations again if the kitchen keeps sneaking food to the lower halls.”

Dain grunted. “Can’t blame ‘em for trying. Half the staff in this house remembers what it is to go hungry. When they see a hungry kid—” his gaze moved briefly toward Velrik “—they’re bound to feed him.”

“Doesn’t mean they won’t pay for it,” Joren said, and flicked his apple core into the fire with a lazy snap. It hissed and blackened.

Velrik listened, quiet. He had learned the manor’s servant world had its own hierarchy beneath the noble’s rule—threads of fear and favor, alliances and grudges woven tight. Some were kind. Some were indifferent. A few held cruelty like a tool, matching the nobles because it was safer to mimic power than suffer under it.

Mira’s eyes slid back to him. “How’s your reading coming along?”

Velrik swallowed another bite and shrugged. “Lisa says I’m improving.”

Dain raised an eyebrow, bushy and skeptical. “Means you’ve still got a ways to go.”

Velrik shot him a look. “I can read some.”

Mira chuckled. “Some isn’t enough to get you through life, especially if you are able to leave one day.”

Velrik’s tail gave another irritated flick, but it was a small, familiar irritation. Mira was sharp and quick, the kind of person who noticed things others missed, and she had shown Velrik some of the hiding places he used when he wanted to avoid attention, how to listen without being noticed. Friendship here looked different than Vaelwyn’s warmth, but it existed.

Joren stood and stretched, joints popping. “As much as I’d love to sit here all day, I’ve got to check the stables before the steward throws a fit.” As he passed he ruffled Velrik’s head, earning an immediate glare and an annoyed swat of his tail. Velrik’s hand swiped at him a beat too late. “Try not to get snatched for another tea party.”

Dain rose next with a weary sigh, rolling his shoulders like a man carrying more weight than muscle alone. “Shop won’t tend itself,” he muttered. His gaze lingered on Velrik for a moment, softer than his voice. “Stay out of trouble, kid.”

Velrik’s mouth pulled into a wry smirk. “No promises.”

Dain chuckled and gave him a light clap on the back that felt heavy yet warm before leaving.

Mira lingered, her gaze glittering with amusement that didn’t quite hide something more serious. “You know,” she said casually, as if discussing the weather, “if you ever do choose to flee, I’d wager you’d get farther than most.”

Velrik met her eyes, the unspoken weight settling between them—collars, walls, men with swords, and the cost of being caught. He took a slow breath, feeling the collar’s snug presence against his throat.

“I don’t intend to remain here forever,” he said quietly.

Mira’s smile turned knowing. “Didn’t think you would.” She leaned in just slightly, voice lowering. “Be careful. Be patient. People who aren’t careful—disappear.”

Then she straightened and sauntered away, leaving Velrik with the hearth’s crackle and the ache of her warning.

Later, when the manor’s evening routine settled in and the servants’ common room thinned, Velrik curled on the stool with his tail wrapped around himself, letting the fire’s warmth seep into his fur. His frustration from the parlor still simmered, but it lay beneath something steadier now—a resolve he did not yet know how to shape. The estate was a cage made of stone and silk, and he was learning its shape one day at a time.

When he finally slipped away to Lisa’s small room, the corridor felt colder, the candles lower, the shadows longer.
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The next morning began like most mornings had lately: light spilling through the narrow window in pale stripes, the manor waking in distant murmurs and clatters. Lisa moved quietly as she dressed, careful not to rouse him. Velrik appreciated that. He wasn’t given proper quarters; the Count had offered only a straw-filled box in the servants’ common room, as if he were a stray animal to be kept out of sight. Lisa’s room, cramped though it was, had become his only reliable shelter.

“Morning,” she said softly, setting a small bundle of bread and dried meat on the table.

Velrik rubbed sleep from his eyes and accepted the food without speaking much, chewing slowly while Lisa tied her apron and gathered what she needed for the day. They didn’t have lavish meals often—those belonged upstairs—but Lisa always seemed to find something warm when she could. The rhythm of it steadied him.

They fell into their routine with practiced ease. Velrik trailed after her through the halls and helped where he could—fetching linens, carrying small bundles, holding doors, slipping into corners when nobles passed. He learned the paths by moving through them again and again until his body remembered.

As the morning stretched on, he found himself lingering near the open archway that led out to the courtyard, drawn to the smell of damp earth and greenery.

“Lisa,” he murmured, glancing back. “I’m going to step outside for a bit.”

She lifted an amused brow from where she worked. “Stay within the walls,” she warned, repeating the familiar line.

Velrik nodded and slipped out into the crisp air.

The gardens were quieter at this hour. The noble family rarely ventured out so early, and groundskeepers had already passed through, leaving neat paths and trimmed edges behind. Velrik moved among the hedges with practiced ease, eyes scanning, ears alert to every distant sound. He told himself he wasn’t looking for escape—he’d learned what the collar meant—but habit did not vanish simply because it was dangerous. Habit kept him alive, kept him informed.

He drifted toward the far edge where the stone wall rose high, ivy creeping along it in twisting veins. The secluded spot lay half-hidden behind dense hedges, and the air felt cooler there, shaded. He crouched at the base and ran his fingers over the stone again.

Something was out of place.

The ivy looked disturbed, leaves bent back as if brushed aside recently, and beneath it his fingertips traced a faint groove in the mortar—subtle, almost nothing, but too deliberate to be chance. He pressed gently. The stone did not shift, but the sensation of looseness remained beneath his palm like a secret held too shallow.

His curiosity sharpened.

He moved across the yard to the base of the towering mansion.

Above him, a second-story window stood cracked open, and voices drifted out on the breeze, carried down into the garden’s hush.

Velrik froze, face angling upward, body drawing tight as he tucked himself into the shadow of the wall.

“—still need more time,” Count Edric Veldoran’s clipped tone reached him, familiar in its cold authority.

Another voice answered—calm, measured, and faintly edged with warning. Lucien Dreymont, the Count’s accountant. Velrik had seen him only in passing, a half-elf with eyes like polished glass, gaze calculating rather than cruel.

“You cannot delay much longer,” Lucien said quietly. “Questions will start surfacing.”

“I am well aware,” the Count replied, irritation threading through the words. There was a pause, and when he spoke again, the sound had shifted into something lower, more dangerous. “I hadn’t anticipated things to get this bad.”

Lucien’s breath left him in a controlled exhale. “Then perhaps you should have been more diligent.” Paper rustled—parchment, Velrik guessed, from the dull dry sound. “I’ll do what I can to clean this up, but don’t make any moves for now, and allow me to take care of the rest in the future. You’re drawing attention.”

Another pause. In the hush, Velrik could hear the faint scrape of a chair, the clink of something—perhaps a ring against a cup.

“I have always been cautious,” the Count said at last, voice tightening into a restrained growl. “Just do what needs to be done.”

Lucien’s reply came softer, too low for Velrik to catch clearly, but he heard the shape of it—reassurance laced with reprimand, the tone of a man used to making problems disappear. The rest of their words fell into a murmured blur, and then footsteps moved away from the window, retreating into the room beyond.

Velrik remained pressed into shadow, heart racing, fur bristling subtly along his spine.

It hadn’t sounded like talk of candles and soap. It hadn’t sounded like the steward’s inventory or the household’s petty concerns. It had sounded like something heavier—something that frightened even a man like Count Veldoran enough to sharpen his voice.

When the window finally shut, Velrik released the breath he’d been holding, slow and careful. His fingers lifted from the stone, and he stared at the wall as if it might answer him.

His mind whirled as he moved back toward the garden’s open pathways, the conversation replaying in fragments—questions surfacing, drawing attention, do what needs to be done. It clung to him throughout the afternoon, threading itself through every task, every hallway, every face he passed. When he returned indoors, Lisa was in the laundry room speaking with Dain. He slipped in quietly, listening to their talk about linens and deliveries while his thoughts stayed elsewhere.

By evening, when the manor settled into its routine and the candles were lit anew, one certainty remained lodged beneath his ribs.

Something was amiss.

And Velrik—small, watchful, and learning—had begun to understand that secrets were another kind of lock that could possibly be opened.
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Chapter 3
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Velrik noticed that spring had arrived by scent alone. The stone corridors that had carried winter’s sharp breath for months began to soften, the air losing its bite as damp earth crept back into the spaces between candle smoke and polished wood. Windows were opened more often, and the servants complained less about numb fingers and more about mud tracked in from the courtyard. Somewhere beneath it all lingered the faint promise of warmth.

Aurell had come.

Velrik perched atop a stool inside the small workroom near the servants’ quarters, the hem of his tunic brushing against the table in front of him as sunlight spilled through a narrow window. A thin sheet of parchment lay on the surface, already smudged with dark charcoal fingerprints. His hands were stained black at the pads and claws alike, and his tail flicked lazily behind him as he leaned forward, intent.

“No—wait,” he said, tilting his head. “Her ears sat lower than that. Like this.”

He lifted one hand and traced an angle over the drawing with a claw, careful and precise.

Mira stooped beside him, one hand pressed against the table, charcoal stick poised between her fingers. She paused, then nodded, altering the line she’d just drawn. “Like this?”

Velrik’s ears twitched. “Yes. Just like mine.”

The shape on the parchment was still rough—sketched lines layered over one another, some darker than others—but the figures were unmistakable now. Two Vulpin stood side by side, their forms familiar in a way that reminded him of home. He swallowed, then leaned closer, pointing again.

“And his shoulders were broader. Not like Dain’s, but—” He hesitated, searching for the word. “Just sturdier?”

Mira hummed thoughtfully and shaded the torso with a heavier hand. “Like someone who’s carried a lot of weight,” she offered.

Velrik nodded. “Yeah. And he always leaned a little forward when he walked. Like this.” He stood and mimicked the posture, shoulders rolling slightly ahead of his hips.

Mira watched him for a moment before adjusting the stance of the second figure. The charcoal rasped softly against the parchment, filling the room with its dry scent. Outside, birdsong filtered faintly through the open window, distant and unhurried.

They worked like that for a while—Velrik directing in short bursts, Mira filling in what his hands still struggled to capture. Sometimes she guided his grip, placing her fingers over his hand to steady it. Other times she handed the charcoal back without comment, letting him try again.

He was better at this than he had been a year ago. Not truly skilled, but able to make rough sketches when he wanted. His hands no longer shook when holding the frail charcoal, and the lines no longer looked like large blobs on the parchment.

“They pretty much look like me,” he said after a while, studying the sketch with narrowed eyes. “But—they’re different.”

Mira glanced sideways at him. “What do you mean?”

Velrik tilted his head, considering how to explain. “Humans tell each other apart by faces,” he said slowly. “Eyes, noses, mouths. Elves too. But for us it’s other things.”

“Like what?”

“Scent,” he said without hesitation. “Voice. The way someone moves when they’re tired, or how their tail flicks when they’re thinking.” His own tail gave a small, absent sway. “My mother always hummed when she cooked, and her tail would sway from side to side. My father smelled like herbs and tobacco and dust from the road.”

Mira’s expression softened, though she said nothing.

“So, even if the drawing isn’t perfect,” Velrik continued, voice steadier than his thoughts, “I know it’s them.”

He reached forward and gently brushed away a loose fleck of charcoal from the parchment’s edge, careful not to smudge the lines.

“They look like me,” he added quietly.

Mira set the charcoal aside and leaned back on her hands. “Then you’ve done it right,” she said.

Velrik’s ears warmed, a small smile tugging at his muzzle. He lifted the parchment with both hands, holding it up to the light. The figures darkened where the sun struck the charcoal, their outlines gaining depth.

“I want to keep it,” he said. “Somewhere safe.”

Mira nodded. “You should.”

Carefully, Velrik folded the parchment once, then again. He pressed the creases flat with the pads of his fingers and tucked the small square into a simple leather satchel—the one Lisa had stitched for him months ago.

His hand lingered there. The ache came and went like the tide now, familiar enough that he knew how to breathe through it.

“Happy late birthday, by the way,” Mira added lightly, rising to her paws and dusting charcoal from her fingers. “Six years old. Ancient, really.”

Velrik huffed. “I’m practically an elder.”

She laughed and Velrik joined her, the sound filling the room warmly.
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Velrik settled into a rhythm he hadn’t expected to find.

Spring deepened around the manor, filling the courtyard with activity and the smell of turned earth. The flagstones beneath his paws grew warmer each morning, and he learned which tasks earned him a nod of approval—carrying messages quickly, fitting into spaces too narrow for larger hands—and which corners offered quiet when he needed it. Lisa continued to teach him letters and numbers, patient even when his claws smudged the chalk. Mira let him sit beside her when she practiced her lute, his ears tracking the melodies until some of them lodged in his memory and surfaced unbidden in the quiet hours before sleep.

By the time the heat began to press against the stone walls and everyone started complaining about the humidity, Velrik realized he had stopped waiting for something terrible to happen. The manor was still a cage, but it had become a familiar one—its edges worn smooth by routine, its dangers mapped and measured.

But the first summer did not arrive quietly.

By the time the first invitations were sent, the manor had already begun to change. Rugs were unrolled in the grand hall. Chandeliers were polished until they gleamed. Servants moved faster, spoke less, and listened more. The air grew thick with perfume, citrus oils, and anticipation.

Velrik was bathed twice that morning. The suffocating scent of fine herbs clung to his fur wherever he went, overpowering everything else—even the familiar smell of Lisa’s hands as she worked.

She said little as she dried him with soft towels and brushed his fur until it lay smooth and glossy. Her fingers moved with practiced efficiency, but her touch remained gentle, lingering at his ears and along his shoulders where he tensed without meaning to. She dressed him in clean garments—soft fabric and tailored silk provided by the Count—meant to make him stand out.

“You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to,” she murmured as she fastened the final tie. “Do as you’re told and say the bare minimum. It’ll be rough, but hang in there.”

Velrik nodded. He knew he didn’t have a choice. It was either do as he was told or be treated like cargo again—a crate on a rocking ship, stored and forgotten until someone remembered to check if he was still breathing.

The Count’s steward came to collect him. She didn’t stand too close, nor did she look directly at him—simply gestured for him to follow.

The ballroom doors loomed ahead, a threshold he’d crossed too many times. This time, though, was different. Music drifted through the crack between them—lilting strings, measured steps echoing across polished stone.

The steward rapped her knuckles on the door, and two guards inside pulled them open.

“Stay where they can see you,” she instructed curtly, gesturing toward a wide pedestal draped in velvet near the side of the room. “And don’t wander.”

Velrik stepped into place without protest.

The velvet was soft beneath his paws, warmer than the stone floor but somehow less comforting. From the far edge of the hall, he caught Mira’s scent beneath the heavy perfume—familiar, grounding. She sat with her lute cradled against her hip, fingers resting along its neck as guests shuffled around. Silks brushed against marble. Laughter spilled freely. Voices rose and fell in practiced rhythms.

Velrik knew the order of things now, just as she did.

He stood atop the pedestal, shoulders drawn in, tail curled close to his legs. His ears remained half-pinned—not flat, not alert, but carefully neutral.

Eyes turned toward him almost immediately.

“Oh, there it is.”

“How fascinating.”

“Is it true he can speak?”

A woman approached first, her perfume sharp and floral, bending to peer at him with unconcealed interest. “What are you?” she asked, tone bright, as though asking the question of herself rather than expecting an answer.

Velrik inhaled slowly through his nose. “I’m a Vulpin,” he replied evenly.

Murmurs rippled through the nearby guests.

“And where are you from?” another voice chimed in.

“An island,” he said carefully.

The answer wasn’t false, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. He wasn’t sure where home was anymore, but he knew he didn’t want any more humans to find it.

“Remarkable.” A man reached out, fingers brushing Velrik’s arm without asking. The touch was light, curious, but it sent a cold prickle across his skin. Velrik resisted the urge to pull away, keeping his posture still as he’d been taught.

“So, you can understand us?” the man asked.

“Yes, sir,” Velrik replied, as formally as he could.

“Can you read?”

“Yes. A little.”

“Can you dance?” someone laughed from the crowd.

Before Velrik could respond, the Count’s voice cut through the chatter, smooth and indulgent. “He’s quite capable. Watch.”

The music shifted and the count looked directly at him—a subtle signal Velrik had learned to dread. Across the room, Mira’s fingers moved to the strings as instructed.

Velrik swallowed before he began.

His steps were small, practiced—not a dance from home, but something he’d been made to mimic after watching the guests. He turned, dipped his head, lifted his arms just enough to provoke applause.

Laughter followed, then clapping. Mira’s fingers tightened around her lute, the note she struck landing slightly harder than the rest.

She watched his body language—the stiffness in his shoulders, the way his tail barely moved, the careful distance he kept between himself and the guests. When his eyes flicked briefly toward her, she met his gaze and held it, her expression steady. Not pity. Not helplessness. Something quieter.

He looked away first, but he carried that look with him.

When the song ended, hands reached for him again—soft palms sliding over his head, down his arms, across the length of his tail. He stood still and let it happen, answering questions in the same flat tone, complying when lifted, posed, repositioned. The velvet beneath his paws felt smaller each time someone set him back down.

The weight that settled into his chest was not panic. It was heavier than that, and quieter—something that pressed down without breaking, that filled the space behind his ribs and stayed.

Velrik learned to carry that weight without letting it show. 
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Summer faded into autumn, autumn into winter, and then the cycle began again—each year folding into the next with a sameness that dulled the edges of memory. The ballrooms and the pedestals came and went, but so did the quieter hours: mornings in the workroom with Mira, afternoons helping Joren and Dain with tasks too small for larger hands, evenings spent in Lisa’s room while she mended clothes by candlelight. He grew taller, steadier, more certain of the manor’s rhythms and his place within them.

The hopelessness never left entirely, but it settled deeper, becoming something he lived around rather than beneath.

And three years passed that way.
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It was another hot summer day when a wagon was pulled into the side yard just beyond the stables, its wooden frame propped on thick stones while one wheel lay on its side like a fallen shield. The scent of old animal fat, damp wood, and iron hung heavy in the air, mingling with the sharper tang of horse and hay drifting from the open stable doors.

Velrik crouched beneath the wagon’s belly. Sunlight filtered down through the slats above him in thin, broken lines, striping the packed earth beath him with warmth.

“Can you reach it?” Joren called from the side, boots shifting as he peered under the wagon.

Velrik tilted his head, ears angled forward as he assessed the space. The spring steel beneath the wagon had snapped in half; the bolts holding it needed persuading.

“I think so,” Velrik said. He stretched one arm and twisted sideways, fur brushing against splintered wood where the broken spring scraped the underside of the wagon body. His claws scraped lightly against iron as his fingers found the bolt’s edge. “I found it. It’s just stuck.”

Dain grunted from where he stood nearby, a wrench resting against his broad shoulder. “Place this around the bolt. I’ll turn from inside the wagon.”

Velrik adjusted his grip around the iron wrench, claws clicking softly as he tightened his hold. He breathed out slowly, steadying himself the way Mira had taught him when nerves made his hands shake. The metal was cool against his pads despite the heat, and he felt the tremor of Dain’s strength through the bolt before it shifted with a faint groan.

“Got it,” the dwarf said, a hint of satisfaction slipping through.

Joren laughed. “Thanks for lending a hand, Velrik. Dain and I wouldn’t have been able to move around under there like you can.”

Velrik’s tail flicked with pride. He was used to being called on when they couldn’t reach something in a tight space. He wriggled backward, dirt smudging his tunic as he emerged from beneath the wagon and handed the worn bolt up to Dain.

He took it and turned it over in his thick fingers. “I’ll have to replace it,” he said after a moment.

Velrik shrugged, tail giving a small, uncertain flick. “You were close to breaking it.”

Dain snorted. “That so?”

Velrik nodded. “It sounded like it was going to snap.”

Joren glanced at Dain, eyebrow lifting. “Sharp ears.”

Dain chuckled. “Aye.”

They worked in companionable quiet after that—replacing the broken spring, Joren adjusting the wheel hub, Dain driving wedges back into place, Velrik passing tools and slipping into tight spaces when asked. Each task came with its own language of sound and sensation: the dull thud of hammer on wood, the sharp ring of iron, the vibration traveling up Velrik’s arms when the wagon shifted.

Eventually, Joren straightened with a groan and wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. “That’ll hold,” he said, giving the wheel a firm shove with his boot. It didn’t budge. Satisfied, he reached for the clay jar sitting in the shade of the wagon.

Dain lowered himself onto a low crate nearby, joints creaking as much as the wood beneath him. “About time,” he muttered. “Sun’s got teeth today.”

Joren peeled back the damp cloth wrapped around the jar and poured water into three mismatched cups. Condensation slicked the clay, cool against his palms. He passed one to Dain, then crouched and held the last out to Velrik.

Velrik took it with both hands. The cup was cool enough to make his fingers tingle, and he drank slowly, savoring the way the water cut through dust and heat alike. He still found it fascinating—how wrapping clay in wet cloth could draw the warmth out of water. It made the moments after hard work something close to pleasant.

His ears relaxed, angling outward as the strain finally ebbed from his limbs.

They sat for a while in easy silence, the yard alive with small sounds—the rustle of leaves, the distant shift of animals in the stables, the creak of wood settling back into place.

Joren tipped his cup back and glanced sideways at Velrik. “You know,” he said, “I think you’ve grown.”

Velrik blinked. “I have?”

“Mm,” Dain rumbled, setting his cup down. “Not much, but yeah. Your shoulders don’t look so narrow anymore.”

Velrik’s tail flicked with a trace of pride. “Lisa said the same thing.”

He rolled one shoulder, as if he could feel the difference now that it had been named.

Joren laughed. “You’ll probably grow a bit more too.”

Dain studied him for a moment longer, gaze steady. “Nine years old,” the dwarf said at last. “Hard to believe.”

Velrik’s tail flicked once as he thought. The number felt strange when he tried to hold it in his mind, too large to picture all at once. He measured time differently now—by seasons changing in the courtyard trees, by the way his clothes had been let out and mended season after season, by how he no longer trembled at the sight of Count Veldoran.

“Doesn’t feel like that long,” Velrik said quietly.

“That happens when you’re doing the same thing day after day,” Joren replied. “Time only shows its teeth when you look back.”

Dain poured them each another cup.

He shifted after a moment, bracing his elbows on his knees. “You’ve learned quick,” he said. “Faster than most I’ve seen. Tools, letters—people.”

Velrik ducked his head, ears angling back. “I guess,” he said, uncertain how to respond.

Joren stretched his legs out, boot heels scraping lightly against the dirt. “You remember when you first started helping out here?” he asked, more to the air than to Velrik. “Kept flinching every time someone raised their voice.”

Velrik’s grip tightened on the cup, just slightly. “I don’t flinch anymore,” he said.

“No,” Joren agreed. “That means you’re stronger than you were.”

The words settled between them, neither heavy nor light—just present.

A breeze stirred, lifting the edge of the damp cloth on the jar. Velrik’s nose twitched as new scents threaded through the air: grape vines ripening somewhere beyond the walls, overripe fruit, flowers already wilting in the heat.

Joren rose, dusting off his hands. “We should clean up.”

Velrik nodded, sliding down from the crate and setting his cup aside. He took one last look at the wagon—proof that he wasn’t just for show—and then helped return the tools to their places.

By the time the tools were stowed, and the courtyard had settled back into its familiar order, the sun had begun its slow descent. Velrik lingered a moment longer than necessary, ears angled toward the manor as shadows crept outward from its base. Daylight always made the place feel larger, busier, filled with eyes. As evening approached, that sense of being watched shifted. Shadows stretched and deepened, offering cover, giving Velrik more freedom to move unseen.

Night changed the manor further. Velrik had learned its patterns over the past few months—where people walked, when they walked there, and where to remain hidden. Candles burned lower. Doors that stood open by day were shut and latched. Footsteps followed narrower paths, predictable and measured.

He waited until the manor had grown still, until the last footsteps faded and the only sounds were the settling of old wood and the distant call of owls beyond the walls.

Lisa’s room was quiet when he slipped out, her breathing deep and even beneath the blankets. Velrik paused in the doorway—not just to listen for sound, but to feel for the subtle shifts in air that meant movement. Satisfied, he eased the door closed behind him.

The corridor smelled of wax and old stone. No sound reached him but the faint crunch of boots on gravel outside, muffled by distance and thick walls.

He moved quickly but never hurried, paws silent against the floor as he passed servant alcoves and quiet rooms. His ears tracked distant noise automatically: a guard coughing near the west stairwell, the faint clink of glass somewhere above, the soft rustle of fabric as someone turned in sleep.

The Count’s office lay ahead, its door a darker rectangle at the end of the hall.

Velrik paused there, counting breaths.

He pressed his ear lightly to the wood. Nothing but silence, thick and complete.

His fingers found the latch and eased the door open just enough to slip through, closing it again without a sound. Darkness greeted him, cool against his fur, heavy with the scent of ink, leather, and something sharper beneath—lamp oil, perhaps, or the faint scent of an oiled blade stored somewhere.

Velrik stood still as his eyes adjusted, the moonlight filtering through one of the windows slowly revealing the room’s shape.

The office was larger than Lisa’s entire room. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, packed with ledgers, scroll tubes, and bound volumes stamped with seals he didn’t recognize. A wide desk dominated the center, its surface polished smooth by years of use. Behind it hung a map—large and detailed, its edges curling slightly with age.

Velrik’s gaze went there first, as it always did.

He approached slowly, the soft pad of his steps barely stirring the rug beneath his paws. The map stretched across the wall in muted colors—blues for seas, greens and browns for land, red lines marking borders and routes. He knew some of the names now.

The letters curved neatly over the land. To the north, separated by jagged mountain markings, lay Rhenmark. Smaller names dotted the interior—cities, ports, trade hubs. His eyes lingered on a few of the names within Italios.

Montressa, the city near the Count’s estate, located in the direct center of the country. Avarria, another large city in northern Italios—his best bet, if he ever found a way out. And Rhema, the capital to the south.

He traced the roads with his gaze, committing their routes to memory the way he’d committed the manor’s halls.

Then he turned his attention to the neighboring countries again. Rhenmark sat near the center of the map, flanked by Averonne to the west and Velgrad to the east. All of these places were potential refuge, if he ever escaped.

His eyes drifted downward, where the map was cut off by its frame. Sundarra’s northern coast lay across the Lunarin Sea to the south. Velrik suspected that was where he had last sailed from to reach this prison, but the southern continent’s coast was so vast he couldn’t begin to imagine which port they had departed from.

Velrik stepped back and turned his attention to the desk.

He climbed onto the chair, the leather creaking softly under his weight, and pulled himself up. The top drawer slid open easily. Inside lay a small pile of coins, strewn about without care. He counted them silently, selected two silver pieces, and slipped them into his pocket.

Each time he came here, he took a few Deni. The silver coins were valuable, but the Count never noticed when a few went missing. The golden Solarin would be too great a risk, and he had no need for that much money yet.

The second drawer held papers.

Velrik hesitated, ears flicking as he listened again. The manor remained still.

He lifted the top document carefully, spreading it flat across the desk. His eyes moved slowly, methodically, tracking each line.

Indenture agreement... duration contingent upon repayment... accrued interest...

He frowned, lips moving as he sounded out a longer phrase. Jur-is-dic-tion-al ex-emp-tion.

His brow furrowed. He’d seen those words before. Lisa had explained once, something about laws bending differently depending on where you stood. It still didn’t sit right with him.

Velrik found the names of a few nobles and wealthy merchants Count Veldoran often spoke to or traded with.

He turned the page with a claw. This one was older, the ink slightly faded. A list of figures followed, columns marked with symbols he recognized as dates and sums. Beside each entry lay a place name and numbers.

Some were familiar. Others weren’t.

He reached for a second document, then a third, spreading them out side by side. His tail stilled as he compared them, ears angling forward in concentration.

Small patterns emerged. Routes that didn’t follow known trade paths. Dates that overlapped in impossible ways. Payments listed under one jurisdiction, deliveries under another.

His chest tightened. He knew something was wrong, but he couldn’t pinpoint it—like seeing the shape of a word without being able to sound it out.

Velrik swallowed and continued reading.

A folded sheet tucked beneath the others drew his attention. He eased it open, claws careful not to tear the brittle edge.

The writing here was different—shorter lines, letters that didn’t form words. His heart quickened. He knew it was something secret, but it might as well have been another language entirely.

Velrik stared at it, frustration building behind his eyes. He knew this mattered. He could feel it the way one felt a storm before it broke—pressure gathering, air thick and wrong.

A sound reached his ears then, faint but unmistakable.

Footsteps down the hallway.

Not the soft shuffle of a servant. Not the measured tread of a guard on patrol.

Velrik’s ears flattened.

The steps were too light. Too precise.

He swept the papers together quickly—heart hammering against his ribs—and slid them back into the drawer. His paws shook as he closed it, breath coming faster despite his efforts to control it.

The door opened.

Lucien stepped inside, lantern in hand. 

Light spilled across the office, chasing shadows into the corners. Lucien set the lantern on the desk without looking, its glow illuminating the map, the shelves, the faint smudge Velrik had left on the polished surface.

Velrik had already dropped into a crouch beneath the desk, body pressed tight to the wood, tail wrapped close around his legs. He held his breath, ears straining, heart pounding so loudly he was certain it would give him away.

Lucien opened the drawer Velrik had just closed, and the paper inside rustled as he looked through them.

Velrik’s claws dug into the rug. He had heard how servants were punished for far less than this. If Lucien caught him here, if he told the Count—not only him, but Lisa would suffer for it as well. She was responsible for him. She would be blamed.

Lucien removed several documents, glancing over them briefly before tucking them beneath his arm. His gaze flicked toward the map, then toward the shelves.

Then—slowly—his eyes shifted downward.

Velrik froze when their gazes met.

Lucien’s face went slack with shock for a single heartbeat before he gathered himself. His expression smoothed, became unreadable.

He turned away.

Velrik did not wait.

He slipped out from beneath the desk and bolted, paws barely touching the floor as he darted past the door and into the corridor beyond. His lungs burned, his legs ached, his heart pounded so loudly he was sure it echoed off the walls—but no shout followed. No alarm sounded.

He did not stop running until he reached Lisa’s room.

He eased the door shut behind him, slid the pouch of coins beneath the mattress, and curled beneath the blankets with his heart still hammering against his ribs. He waited for hours, ears straining for the sound of approaching boots, certain that guards would come to drag him away.

They never did.

Sleep came slowly. A restless sleep where he woke at every creak and whisper in the night.
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Morning came as it always did—light creeping along stone, servants stirring, the manor waking with its usual restraint—but Velrik woke braced for pain anyway.

He lay still beneath the blankets in Lisa’s room, ears angled toward the door, body held tight as if a shout or a hand might break through at any moment. When nothing came, the silence pressed heavier than fear ever had.

Lucien did not come to speak to him that day.

Nor the next.

That absence was not comfort. It was a presence of its own.

Velrik learned, over the following weeks, that there were many ways to be watched without being seen. Lucien passed him in corridors now and then—never close, never openly attentive—but Velrik felt the weight of his awareness.

Sometimes Lucien’s gaze brushed him briefly, sharp and assessing, before sliding away as if nothing were amiss. Other times, Velrik felt it without seeing it at all—a subtle tightening beneath his fur that told him someone had measured his presence and moved on with the knowledge filed away.

Velrik returned the vigilance in kind.

He listened for Lucien’s footsteps the way he listened for guards—light, precise, too careful to belong to a man who had nothing to hide. He learned the cadence of them, how they differed from the Count’s heavier stride or the steward’s brisk pace. Lucien moved like someone who preferred not to be heard, even when there was no reason for caution.

The thought burrowed under Velrik’s skin and refused to leave. Lucien had never been in the office at night before.

Velrik knew the manor’s habits better than most. He knew when Lucien usually came and went, knew the times when the accountant lingered late over ledgers and when he retired early, leaving the upper halls to candle smoke and guards alone. That night had been wrong—too late, too hurried. Lucien had entered as if worried he would be seen, and Velrik could not shake the image of the man carefully snooping through Veldoran’s documents.

Fear and suspicion did not suit Lucien.

Velrik replayed the moment again and again: the flick of Lucien’s eyes to the drawer, the brief shock when their gazes met, the choice that followed. Turning away. Saying nothing.

Lucien could have ended him with a word.

The Count would not have questioned it. A reprimand, confinement, a collar tightened until breathing became a struggle. Yet no punishment came. No warning. No quiet threat slipped into his ear.

That mercy unsettled him more than cruelty would have.

It meant Lucien had decided something in that instant. It meant Velrik mattered—not as a pet, not as an object, but as something else entirely.

The awareness sharpened Velrik’s instincts. He became more careful, more precise. When he moved through the manor now, he tracked not just guards and nobles, but everyone. He noted where the half-elf lingered, which shelves he favored in the study, which ledgers disappeared for a time before reappearing in slightly different positions. He noticed how Lucien’s conversations with the Count had shifted—still polite, still measured, but edged now with restraint, as though certain topics were no longer safe to discuss in daylight.

Once, Velrik caught the faint scent of ink and lamp oil clinging to Lucien as he walked by in the early afternoon—sharp and fresh, when the office should have been untouched since morning. Another time, he saw Lucien pause in the corridor outside the study, head tilted slightly, listening—truly listening—before entering.

Velrik wondered what he was hiding.

More importantly, he wondered why Lucien had decided not to alert the Count.

The questions lingered like a held breath between them, unspoken but understood. When their paths crossed, neither acknowledged the night directly, yet both carried it with them. Velrik felt it in the way Lucien no longer dismissed him as incidental, and Lucien seemed to feel it in the way Velrik no longer looked away first.

They were bound now by a secret that did not belong to either of them alone.

Velrik did not return to the office for a long time after that—not only out of fear, but calculation. He waited. He watched. He learned. Whatever Lucien was doing, whatever had driven him into the office under cover of darkness with coded pages and hurried hands, it was dangerous enough to make silence the safer choice.

And that meant, someday, it might be dangerous enough to matter.

Velrik kept that thought close, tucked alongside the folded drawing and stolen coins in his satchel—carefully hidden within an old tree in the courtyard. He did not know yet how the pieces fit together, only that they did, and that the manor was changing around him in ways he couldn’t yet name.

It had become a place of secrets.

[image: ]

Autumn came and went. The estate cooled from gold to gray, leaves thinning on the courtyard trees until bare branches clawed at the sky. The distance between Velrik and Lucien remained—quiet and deliberate—but the sharpness of it dulled with time, like a blade returned to its sheath.

Lucien stopped carrying that tight, hunted look through the halls. Velrik, cautiously, returned to old habits: a coin here and there when the chance presented itself, always measured, always small enough to vanish without stirring notice. Never staying long enough to look through documents.

Spring followed softly. A small cloth filled with sweets was pressed into his palm one morning—Mira’s quick grin and Lisa’s gentle insistence that ten was worth marking, even if only in whispers. The days folded into one another after that—work, corridors, chores, the same stones under his paws—until the sun climbed high again and summer burned through the garden hedges.

And then, almost before he could name the shift, the warmth bled out of the manor once more. The first mornings came with frost on the courtyard stones and breath turning pale in the air. The bite of winter found him again—patient, familiar, and impossible to ignore

Cold threaded its way through the manor gradually, seeping into stone and wood alike, dulling colors and sharpening edges. Frost gathered in the shadows each morning, clinging to the courtyard stones and the ironwork along the gates. Breath fogged faintly in the lower halls until the fires were stoked, and even then the chill lingered, stubborn and unyielding.

Velrik felt it in his joints when he woke and in the pads of his paws when he crossed bare stone. He had grown enough now that Lisa had made new clothes to fit him—his shoulders broader than they had been last summer, his limbs longer, his balance more assured. He no longer moved like a kit unsure of his footing.

But the collar around his neck needed no fitting. It grew with him, a constant weight that reminded him of his place even when everything else had become routine.

Velrik understood many things he hadn’t before. He understood the shape of the manor’s days and how they folded into one another. He understood that escape, however tempting to imagine, was not possible—not with the enchantment bound around his neck, not with guards at every gate and walls that rose higher than he could climb without being seen. He understood how to live within those limits without breaking himself against them.

He also understood that Lucien Dreymont was watching him still.

The awareness was subtle now, but persistent, like pressure behind the eyes. Lucien did not stare, did not confront, did not question. He simply noticed. Velrik would catch the faintest flick of his gaze in a corridor, the accountant’s sharp eyes sliding over him before moving on.

It unsettled him more now than it had a year ago.

In the later months since the night in the office, Lucien had begun leaving the estate more often. Entire days would pass where his chair remained empty, his desk untouched. When he returned, he carried the smell of road dust and unfamiliar places, his movements brisk, his attention divided. He spoke less, listened more, and sometimes lingered in the corridors with an expression Velrik had never seen on him before—tight, focused, as if counting down to something unseen.

Velrik watched him go and come back, wondering what had changed.
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Velrik slipped into the kitchen early, as he often did, padding along the edges where shadows clung the longest. The ovens radiated warmth, and the scent of fresh bread filled the space thick enough to make his stomach twist with hunger. He waited until the cook’s back was turned before darting forward, snagging a small loaf and tearing off a chunk before tucking the rest beneath his tunic.

Lisa caught him chewing as he passed her in the corridor.

“You’re incorrigible,” she muttered, but there was no heat in her voice.

He grinned around the mouthful and offered her a piece. She waved it away and handed him a stack of folded cloth instead.

“South hall needs these. And don’t dawdle—there’s more after.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, tail flicking as he took the bundle.

The formality still felt strange on his tongue, but Lisa had insisted he learn to speak properly. It might matter someday, she always said. You never know who’s you’ll meet.

The morning unfolded in familiar rhythms. Velrik carried messages, fetched tools, slipped into narrow spaces where larger bodies couldn’t fit. He listened as servants talked about nothing of consequence—weather, aches, small grievances—and filed it all away. Between tasks, he wandered, testing the edges of his world with idle curiosity rather than intent.

By midmorning, he found himself back in the garden.

The hedges were stiff with frost, their leaves brittle beneath his touch when he brushed past. He crouched near the inner wall, tracing the stone upward with his gaze, following old seams and cracks. He knew every inch of it now—every place where ivy crept thickest, every shadow that deepened as the sun moved.

“You’re doing it again.”

Lisa stood behind him, arms crossed against the cold. Her breath fogged as she spoke.

“It’s not like I can go anywhere,” Velrik said without turning.

She sighed, and he heard her footsteps draw closer. “I know. Just—don’t disappear into yourself out here. I worry when you spend every spare moment staring at walls.”

His shoulders dropped, and his tail stilled against the cold ground. “I’m sorry. But I’m okay. Promise.”

She studied him for a moment, then reached out and ruffled his ears the way she always did when words weren’t enough. “Come on. I need more help with the south hall before lunch.”

They had barely reached the threshold of the manor when an unknown voice cut through the air.

“By order of the crown!”

It came from beyond the outer walls—loud, commanding, and utterly out of place.

Velrik froze.

So did everyone else.

For a moment, the manor seemed to hold its breath.

Then the courtyard erupted.

Shouts rose—sharp, urgent, overlapping. Heavy boots thundered against stone in disciplined rhythm. Metal rang out, not the frantic clatter of confusion, but the deliberate clash of armed men moving with purpose.

“What’s going on?”

“Take formation!”

“Close the—”

The ironbound gates slammed inward with a crash that shook the air and sent Velrik’s ears flat against his skull.

Armored figures poured into the courtyard, their coats marked with sigils Velrik recognized from documents he had studied in the Count’s office. They moved in tight formation, weapons drawn, voices barking orders that carried cleanly through the chaos.

Manor guards scrambled to respond, but their movements were ragged and delayed. Commands overlapped. Swords were drawn too late.

“Stand down!”

“By authority of the crown!”

Lisa’s hand closed around Velrik’s arm, her grip firm. “Stay here.”

He twisted free before she could tighten her hold, slipping between bodies as the halls erupted around them. He moved low and fast, claws barely touching the floor as he followed sound and motion toward the heart of the disturbance.

The air grew thick with noise—boots pounding, voices shouting, steel scraping against steel. He rounded a corner just as two guards barreled past, faces pale beneath their helmets.

“What’s going on?”

“Why is the army here?”

Velrik didn’t stop to listen. He darted into a side passage and climbed a wooden pillar, claws gripping the grain as he ascended to the upper balcony overlooking the grand foyer. He hoisted himself onto the railing, muscles burning briefly as he pulled himself up.

From there, he saw everything.

The main doors had been forced open, sunlight pouring through the shattered threshold in harsh, blinding shafts. Dust swirled in the air, lit gold by the light. Soldiers fanned out across the foyer, boots striking marble in unison.

At the base of the staircase stood Count Edric Veldoran.

His robes were immaculate, his posture rigid with fury. His personal guards flanked him, weapons drawn but hands unsteady. Velrik could see it now—the hesitation in their stance, the dawning realization that this was not a fight they could win.

A man in a crimson cloak stepped forward, scroll in hand. His voice cut through the uproar with practiced authority.

“Edric Veldoran,” he declared, “by order of the king, you have been stripped of your nobility and are hereby placed under arrest for unlawful enslavement, smuggling, and conspiracy against the crown.”

The words struck like a hammer blow.

Silence crashed down, heavy and disbelieving.

Velrik’s breath caught in his throat.

Veldoran’s face twisted. “This is absurd,” he snarled. “I am a noble of this land. You have no right—”

“We have every right,” the officer interrupted coolly.

Another figure stepped into the light beside him. The measured steps were unmistakable—Velrik had learned to recognize them in the dark.

Lucien Dreymont.

He moved with the same quiet grace he always had, coat buttoned neatly, expression unreadable. But there was something different now—something resolved in the set of his shoulders, something anticipating an outcome long prepared for.

“I advise you to surrender, Edric,” Lucien said, and for the first time Velrik heard something like satisfaction in his voice. “It will go better for you if you do.”

The room erupted.

Veldoran lunged forward, grabbing a sword from one of his guards, fury boiling over—but a soldier moved faster. The hilt of a blade struck his gut with brutal efficiency, folding him in half. His guards reacted too slowly. Weapons were wrenched from their hands. One resisted and was slammed to the floor. The others dropped to their knees.

Chaos spilled outward from the scene.

Servants screamed. Nobles shouted protests. Dishes shattered somewhere to Velrik’s left, the crash sending people scattering. Guests who had been lingering in the ballroom attempted to flee, only to be intercepted by soldiers barring the exits.

“Everyone will be questioned!”

“Stay where you are!”

Velrik leapt from his perch, landing lightly on the wooden balcony below. His heart pounded against his ribs as he slipped into the throng, weaving between bodies with practiced ease. He kept low, eyes and ears tracking every sound and movement, searching for familiar shapes in the chaos.

He found them near a side hall—Lisa, Mira, Dain, and Joren clustered together, their faces pale but alert.

“Velrik!” Lisa breathed when she saw him.

Before she could say more, an officer approached, flanked by two soldiers. His gaze swept over them, sharp but not cruel.

“You,” he said, pointing to Dain. “Were you bound to this estate?”

Dain straightened, shoulders squared despite the tremor Velrik could see in his hands. “Yes.”

The officer nodded once. “Then you’re free. Head outside with the others.”

The word hung in the air.

Free.

Velrik stared at him, ears pricking forward. “Free?”

The officer glanced down at him, his expression shifting to that of surprise before he gathered himself. “Edric Veldoran’s holdings are being seized. Anyone enslaved under his unlawful dealings is no longer bound.”

The world seemed to tilt beneath Velrik’s paws.

Around them, the manor continued to unravel—guards disarmed, guests shouting, soldiers moving with relentless efficiency—but Velrik stood still, the noise fading to a distant roar. Something spread through his chest, fragile and unfamiliar, pressing against his ribs as if trying to escape.

Free.

He barely understood what it meant before he was moving again.

“Wait here,” he said suddenly, breathless. “I’ll be right back.”

He bolted before anyone could stop him, racing through the halls. The manor had become a storm of motion, but Velrik knew its bones better than anyone. He slipped past soldiers and servants alike, out through the open archway and into the garden beyond.

Cold air burned his lungs as he sprinted across the frost-stiff grass. He ignored the clusters of people huddled near fountains and hedges, heading straight for the old oak at the edge of the grounds.

He climbed with frantic precision, claws catching against bark as he reached the hollow where his satchel lay hidden.

The leather was cold against his palms as he pulled it free, heavy with its small collection of coins and secrets.

He opened it quickly, breath hitching as he unfolded the tattered parchment at the bottom.

The drawing stared back at him—crude lines, smudged charcoal, two familiar figures frozen in time. His parents, as he remembered them.

For a moment, everything else fell away. The shouting, the soldiers, the cold—all of it receded until there was only this: the faces he carried with him, the shapes that looked like him.

Then he folded the parchment carefully and tucked it back into the satchel.

It was time.

In the main foyer, soldiers moved servants in orderly groups, allowing them time to gather their belongings.

Velrik watched as people rushed to cramped quarters, hands shaking as they scooped clothes, tools, letters—small tokens of a life they had never expected to matter again.

Lisa emerged from her room carrying a modest bundle pressed to her chest. Mira clutched her lute and a small bag of clothes. Dain shouldered a sack of tools with reverent care, as if afraid they might vanish if he set them down.

When they returned to the main hall, the chaos had given way to order. Veldoran stood shackled now, his protests reduced to bitter silence as soldiers forced him toward a waiting carriage.

“What happens now?” Lisa asked a soldier.

“You’ll be taken to the city and questioned,” he replied. “After that—your lives are your own.”

As they stepped out into the cold air, Velrik felt something settle in his chest—warm, unfamiliar, pressing against the place where the weight had lived for so long.

Freedom.

A voice called his name.

Lucien approached, his boots crunching softly against the frost-covered stones. He stopped a few paces away and crouched, bringing himself to Velrik’s level. His gaze flicked briefly to the satchel clutched in Velrik’s hands.

Velrik’s grip tightened, claws pressing into the leather. He braced himself for the reprimand he had been expecting for over a year—for the stolen coins, the trespassing, the secrets he had uncovered.

“I won’t take it,” Lucien said quietly.

He spoke a word Velrik didn’t understand—something soft and unfamiliar, syllables that seemed to hang in the air for a moment before dissolving. His fingers traced a brief arc, barely a gesture.

The collar fell away.

Velrik gasped, his hand flying to his throat. The fur beneath was flat and the skin tender. The weight was gone—not just the physical weight, but something deeper, something that had settled into his bones so completely he had forgotten it was there until it vanished.

Lucien met his gaze. “Be careful,” he said. “Freedom can be heavier than chains.”

And then he rose and was gone, striding toward the captain of the guard without looking back.

Velrik stood in the cold, satchel clutched tight against his chest, heart racing. After a long moment, he bent and picked up the collar from where it had fallen—the leather stained dark by years of wear, still warm from his body.

He looked at it for a long time.

Then he tucked it into his satchel alongside the drawing and the coins, and followed the others toward the road.

For the first time in years, the path ahead was his to choose.
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Chapter 4
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Velrik shifted on the bench below him as the wagon rattled along the dirt road, the wooden planks beneath him groaning with each uneven turn of the wheels. His balance—trained for narrow corridors and familiar stone—had not yet learned the language of wagon travel. Every jolt sent a ripple through his spine, every clatter of iron-shod hooves tugging at his ears, forcing them to flick and swivel toward sounds that came from everywhere.

The soundscape was different out here. There were no echoing halls, no ceilings to fold noise back upon itself. Everything rang clearer before disappearing into open air, swallowed by a vastness that had no walls to contain it. His eyes kept lifting toward the horizon, drawn by something he couldn’t name—an ache behind his ribs that made him want to run freely. It felt wrong to see so far after years surrounded by walls.

Beyond the bobbing backs of the horses and the line of soldiers escorting the wagons, the world unfolded in long, uninterrupted lines. Fields lay fallow and pale beneath the early winter sun, the earth a dull brown broken by frost-kissed grass and stubborn weeds that had refused to die with the season. The road cut through it all like a scar—packed dirt churned by countless wheels and hooves, bordered by stones half-sunk into the ground as though the land itself were slowly swallowing them back.

This was his first time beyond Veldoran’s estate.

The realization came and went in waves, surfacing each time they crested a new hill or rounded a bend that revealed another stretch of countryside he had never seen. Several years behind those walls, and he had almost forgotten that the world continued beyond them. Almost forgotten that roads led somewhere, that horizons existed, that the sky could stretch unbroken from one edge of sight to the other.

The wagon lurched as it struck a deeper rut, wood creaking against wood in protest. Velrik’s claws dug into the bench as he steadied himself, tail fluffing involuntarily before he forced it still. Cold air pressed against his fur, slipping beneath his layers to find the skin beneath, but the sun—low and pale in the winter sky—offered a fragile warmth that settled over him like a hand laid gently on his head. He leaned into it without thinking, eyes closing as the light touched his face, his muzzle tilting upward to catch more of it.

The scents were overwhelming when he shut out sight.

Not the curated smells of the manor—polished wood and soap, cooked meals measured and repeated until they became invisible, the particular staleness of air that had been breathed too many times in too-familiar rooms. These were raw, shifting layers that changed with every breath. Damp earth turned by passing wheels. Fresh air that tasted of nothing and everything at once. Smoke drifting from some unseen farmhouse, carrying hints of burning oak and something cooking.

Velrik breathed it in slowly, carefully, as if too much at once might make it vanish. As if the world might notice him enjoying it and snatch it away.

His thoughts drifted loose, unmoored from the rhythms that had governed them for so long.

He had started to believe he would die within those walls. The thought had never been sharp or dramatic—it had simply settled into him over the years, quiet and patient, like dust accumulating in corners no one bothered to clean. His life would narrow and narrow until it ended quietly, owned and catalogued like everything else Veldoran possessed. Freedom had become something abstract, a word that belonged to other people’s stories. He had stopped imagining it. Stopped hoping for it.

And now the road stretched ahead of him, and the sky did not stop.

He looked down at his hands folded loosely in his lap, watching the fur at his arms ruffle in the wind. The satchel rested against his hip, heavier than it had any right to be, its contents familiar enough to anchor him when his thoughts strayed too far—the folded drawing, the stolen coins, the small accumulation of a life lived in margins and shadows. The absence of the collar at his throat still felt wrong, a phantom pressure that had not yet faded. His fingers twitched toward his neck before he caught himself, curling them back into his palms instead.

Beside him, Lisa sat stiffly, her hands clasped together so tightly that her knuckles had gone pale in the cold. She stared straight ahead, jaw set, eyes fixed on something in the middle distance that Velrik suspected existed only in her mind. He could see her unease in the tight line of her shoulders, in the careful way she held herself still.

He knew pieces of her story, gathered over time in fragments and implications. A family debt that had grown teeth. A choice she’d had no say in, made by people who had weighed her worth against numbers on a ledger and found the math acceptable. Years folded into service she had never intended to give, in a place she had never chosen to be.

He didn’t know how long she had been there. He had never asked, and she had never offered.

He wondered now how long she had imagined this moment—riding away from those walls, watching the estate shrink behind her. Whether she had given up on it, as he almost had. Whether it frightened her as much as it did him, this sudden vastness of possibility that felt less like freedom and more like falling.

Across from them, Joren leaned back against the side of the wagon, one arm hooked casually over the railing as he watched the land roll by. He looked almost relaxed, his posture loose in a way that seemed foreign after the tension of the chaos of Veldoran’s arrest. Wind tugged at his hair, and he squinted into the light, a faint smile ghosting across his face—not joy exactly, but something adjacent to it.

Dain sat further forward, his broad frame steady despite the wagon’s uneven motion. He had planted his boots wide and braced his forearms against his knees, absorbing each jolt with the patience of someone accustomed to rough roads and rougher circumstances. When Velrik glanced his way, the dwarf caught his eye and gave a brief, crooked smile—quick and uncertain, as though he wasn’t sure whether this was something to celebrate or simply endure. Then his gaze shifted outward again, tracking the horizon with the watchfulness of someone who had learned never to assume safety.

No one spoke.

The wagon creaked on, hour after hour, the rhythm of travel settled into Velrik’s bones until it became almost familiar. He traced a claw absently through the fur of his tail, grounding himself in the texture, in the small repetitive motion that asked nothing of him. His thoughts circled back, as they had a dozen times already, to Lucien’s parting words.

Freedom can be heavier than chains.

Velrik did not yet understand what that meant. The idea sat uneasily with him, a weight without shape, a warning without clear edges. All he knew was this: no one had told him where to sit. No one had told him to be still. No one was watching him with ownership in their eyes, measuring his worth, deciding what to make him do next.

He was no longer a display piece.

He was no longer a pet.

He was just Velrik.

The thought should have been comforting. Instead, it left him hollow, uncertain, as though someone had removed a familiar pain and left him unsure how to stand without it.

The wagon struck another hollow in the road, snapping him back to the present with a jolt that rattled teeth and bones alike. Someone swore under their breath—one of the soldiers, Velrik thought, though he didn’t turn to look. One of the horses snorted and tossed its head, tack clinking sharply as the driver urged it onward with a low word and a flick of the reins.

Velrik lifted his gaze again.

The road had begun to climb.

At first the incline was subtle—gentle enough that he barely noticed it beyond the strain visible in the horses’ shoulders and the slower rhythm of the wheels. But as they crested higher, the land ahead began to shift, the horizon rearranging itself into something new. Forests appeared in the distance. The fields grew more ordered. Stone walls appeared, dividing the countryside into neat parcels that spoke of ownership and cultivation.

Then they reached the top of the rise, and the world opened before them.

Below, fields spread wide and ordered, divided by low stone walls and narrow paths worn pale by generations of paws and hooves and wheels. Crops lay dormant beneath the season’s chill, the furrows empty but straight, waiting for spring. The land bore unmistakable signs of care—clustered barns with smoke rising from their chimneys, orchards stripped bare but pruned for the coming year, roads that converged and branched like veins carrying life through the countryside. People moved along those roads now, small figures at a distance: farmers leading carts piled with goods, travelers on foot with packs slung over shoulders, merchants guiding pack animals laden with wares bound for market.

And beyond it all, rising from the land like something grown rather than built, stone walls stretched across the horizon.

Montressa sat heavy and solid against the pale winter sky, its walls catching the low sun until they seemed almost to glow. Crenellations lined the top like broken teeth, and towers rose at intervals, their banners hanging slack in the still, cold air. Beyond the walls, rooftops crowded together in layered waves—tile, slate, and wood, chimneys bristling like fur, smoke drifting upward from hundreds of sources until it blurred together into a haze that softened the city’s edges against the sky.

Velrik’s breath caught in his throat.

He had seen cities before—glimpsed through the bars of his cage during the long months of travel that had brought him to this land. Sandstone sprawling beneath a merciless sun, buildings huddled together for shade, streets emptied by heat. But that had been different. That had been survival carved from hostile ground, a place that existed despite its surroundings rather than because of them.

This was something else entirely. This was vast and alive, a place that breathed and moved and held thousands of lives within its stone ribs. He could feel it even from here—the pulse of it, the weight of all those people living and working and dying within those walls, their lives tangled together in ways he couldn’t begin to imagine.

The road grew busier as they descended toward the gates. Wagons passed them heading the other direction, their drivers offering wary glances at the military escort before hurrying on. A group of travelers on foot stepped aside to let the caravan pass, pressing themselves against the road’s edge, their eyes lingering on the strange assortment of freed servants, uniformed soldiers, and official carriages. Velrik felt those looks brush against him—curious, confused, occasionally sharp with something harder to name.

His shoulders drew inward before he could stop them, tail curling close.

Some stared openly, their gazes tracking him with undisguised interest. Others barely glanced his way, their attention already pulled elsewhere by the press of their own concerns—goods to sell, distances to travel, lives that had nothing to do with a small, furred creature riding in a wagon full of strangers. He was unusual here, just as he had been when he first arrived at Veldoran’s manor. The difference was that here, no one owned him. No one had decided what his strangeness meant or what it was worth.

The wagon rolled onward, carrying them closer to the city gates, the sounds of Montressa growing louder with every turn of the wheel. Voices layered over one another in a dozen different tones and timbres. Animals grunted and complained. Life pressed in from all sides, dense and undeniable, and Velrik sat very still in the middle of it, eyes wide, heart quickening against his ribs.

The city’s size felt as though it might crush him. So many people, so many sounds, so many scents competing for attention—it was nothing like the manor’s controlled quiet, nothing like the careful rhythms he had learned to navigate. But beneath the fear, beneath the overwhelming press of newness, something else stirred. A longing he had almost forgotten how to feel. The prospect of freedom, real freedom, the kind where no one told you where to stand or what to be.

The manor had taught him how to live as property.

Now the city would have to teach him how to live without instruction.

Velrik leaned his head back as they drew closer, neck craning until his ears brushed the seat behind him. The walls rose higher with every moment, taller than anything he had seen before—thick stone stacked with deliberate intent, weathered smooth in places by wind and rain over generations. He could see the mortar between the blocks, the places where repairs had been made, the way the stone darkened near the base where centuries of splashing mud and rain had left their mark.

The gate set into the wall was immense, framed in iron-banded wood that had been darkened by time and use until it was nearly black. It stood open, and a line of travelers flowed toward it in an unbroken stream—carts creaking forward, riders reining in impatient mounts, those on foot shuffling ahead in patient clusters. Guards stood watch on either side of the opening, their armor lighter than the heavy plate worn by the soldiers escorting the caravan—less polished, more practical, the gear of men who didn’t expect a serious battle. Their eyes were sharp as they checked papers, collected tariffs, and waved people through with gestures that had long since become automatic.

Velrik watched them closely, noting the difference in bearing between these city guards and the royal soldiers who had arrested Veldoran. These men expected trouble in the abstract—thieves, smugglers, or travelers who couldn’t pay their way. The soldiers beside the wagon expected trouble in the immediate, their hands never far from their weapons, their attention never fully at rest.

The wagon rolled toward the gate without slowing. One of the guards looked up from the traveler he had been questioning, his gaze catching on the insignia emblazoned across the soldiers’ cloaks—the royal seal, unmistakable even at a distance. His posture shifted immediately, spine straightening, and he raised one hand in a sharp gesture that halted the flow of common traffic.

The line parted obediently. Carts drew aside with the creak of protesting axles, their drivers ducking their heads and averting their eyes. Travelers on foot stepped back against the walls, pressing themselves into whatever space they could find, their conversations dying mid-sentence. No questions were asked. No papers demanded. No tariffs collected. The caravan passed beneath the massive arch as though it had every right to be there, as though the rules that governed everyone else simply did not apply.

Velrik’s ears flicked forward as the sound changed around them.

The echo beneath the gate was different from anything he had heard before—deeper, heavier, the stone swallowing hoofbeats and wheel-clatter and folding them back into a hollow resonance that seemed to press against his chest from the inside. The light dimmed as the arch closed over them, the walls rising on either side like the throat of some great beast, and for a moment he felt the old panic stir—the memory of cages and holds, of darkness that meant captivity.

Then they were through, and the city opened around them.

The road narrowed almost immediately, the broad approach giving way to streets that seemed to have been carved from the spaces between buildings rather than planned. Structures rose on either side—stone, timber, and plaster, their facades pressed so close together that the sky above was reduced to a broken ribbon of pale winter light. Upper stories jutted outward over the street, supported by heavy beams, their windows shuttered or glazed with glass that caught the sun in dirty gleams. Roofs leaned toward one another as though the buildings were whispering secrets across the gap, leaving the street below in perpetual shadow even at midday.

The world felt closer here. Denser. The openness of the road had been overwhelming in its vastness, but this was overwhelming in the opposite way—everything pressing in from all sides, crowding against his fur, leaving no space to breathe or think or sort one sensation from the next.

Sound came at him in waves that crashed and retreated without rhythm or pattern. Footsteps struck stone in overlapping cadences—the sharp click of heeled boots, the softer shuffle of worn soles, the heavy thud of laborers carrying loads. Voices layered atop one another: arguments spilling from doorways, laughter erupting from somewhere unseen, prices shouted across the street by merchants competing for attention, fragments of conversation that began and ended too quickly to follow. Wheels rattled over cobblestones in constant percussion. Somewhere nearby, metal rang sharply against metal—a hammer on an anvil, perhaps—followed by the hiss of hot iron plunged into water. A child shrieked, the sound high and piercing, and was immediately swallowed by the general din.

The noise did not echo the way it had in the manor’s halls, where sound bounced predictably from wall to wall and ceiling to floor, where Velrik had learned to read the shape of a space by listening to how it answered him. Here there was no answer. Sound collided with sound, tangled together, and kept going—absorbed by bodies and fabric and the endless hungry mouths of doorways and alleys. There was no pattern to find, no rhythm to learn. Everything moved at once.

Velrik’s spine went rigid, his tail pulling tight into his lap where his hands could press it still. His ears wanted to swivel toward every new noise, wanted to track and catalog and understand, but there was too much—too many sources, too many directions, too much happening all at once. The instinct that had kept him safe in the manor’s corridors, the ability to know who was coming and from where by the sound of their footsteps alone, was useless here.

His ears flattened against his skull as he tried to muffle the noise into something manageable, pressing them down with muscles that ached from the effort. He searched for patterns that weren’t there, for the familiar rhythms that had governed his life for so long.

This place offered no such kindness.

The smells hit next, thick and unfiltered.

Smoke from a dozen hearths, each burning something slightly different. Tallow rendered for candles, the animal fat heavy and cloying. Sweat from bodies pressed too close together, from labor performed without rest. Fresh bread torn open somewhere nearby, its warmth reaching him in a wave that reminded his stomach he had not been filled since morning. The yeasty sweetness mixed with something less pleasant—rotting vegetables and damp refuse collected in the shallow gutters that ran along the edges of the street. Horse manure, some of it fresh and steaming, some of it older and trampled flat, ground into the cobblestones until it had become part of the street itself.

Beneath it all, threading through every other scent like a bass note, was the smell of too many people sharing too little space.

Velrik’s head swam.

At the manor, smells had been curated. Floors washed with soap, meals prepared according to schedule, the steady repetition of polish and clean linen. Even unpleasant odors had been contained, dealt with, made predictable. Here, everything overlapped. Nothing faded quickly enough for him to process it before the next wave arrived. His nose, so much sharper than a human’s, had become a liability—every scent magnified, every layer demanding attention he could not spare.

The wagon pressed forward through the streets, the soldiers guiding their horses with quiet authority. Commoners stepped aside as they approached, conversations faltering mid-word as heads turned to take in the armed escort, the official carriages, the strange cargo of freed servants huddled on benches. Some moved quickly, eager to be out of the way. Others lingered at the edges, watching with expressions that ranged from curiosity to wariness.

Heads turned toward Velrik specifically. Some stares lingered on the royal insignia first—curious what brought the army here—before sliding toward the wagon’s occupants. When those gazes found him, they changed. Brows furrowed. Mouths opened slightly. Eyes widened or narrowed.

He felt those glances like hands brushing against his fur without permission. Some were merely curious—the idle interest of people who had never seen anything quite like him. Some were confused, clearly trying to fit him into categories that did not exist. A few were sharp with something harder, suspicion or hostility that came from encountering the unfamiliar.

He hunched lower on the bench, shoulders curling inward, trying to make himself smaller. His tail pressed tighter against his legs. Every instinct screamed at him to hide, to find a shadow or a corner or a space too small for larger bodies to follow, but there was nowhere to go. He was exposed on all sides, visible to everyone.

Lisa’s hand settled on his head, firm and familiar, her fingers threading gently between his ears with a touch he had learned to trust over years of small kindnesses. The pressure was grounding—real, present, something to hold onto.

“Just stay close to me,” she murmured, her voice pitched low enough that it was meant for him alone.

He pressed his forehead against her side, seeking the warmth of her through the fabric, the steady rhythm of her breathing. His hands came up to fold his ears down, pressing them flat against his skull, shielding them from the worst of the noise. It was a reflex he hadn’t used in years—one born of ships, cages, and unfamiliar places, of nights spent curled in corners trying to block out sounds that kept him from resting. He had thought he’d outgrown it.

They turned off the main road, and the city’s pulse dulled slightly as the street narrowed further. The crowds thinned. The noise receded, not gone but muffled, as though they had stepped behind a curtain that blocked the worst of it. Buildings closed in on either side, their stone faces unadorned and simple, lacking the painted signs and jutting upper stories of the commercial district. This was a different part of the city—quieter, more severe, built for function rather than commerce.

The wagon slowed as they entered a small courtyard set back from the thoroughfare, the wheels grinding against cobblestones that had been swept clean. The space was enclosed on three sides by plain stone walls, the fourth opening onto the street they had just left.

The building before them was squat and heavy, its walls thick enough to suggest fortification rather than mere construction. Narrow windows slit the stone at irregular intervals, set deep into the facade and barred with iron that had gone dark with age. The architecture spoke of a place built to hold things in just the same as keeping things out. A single banner hung above the entrance, its colors muted by years of sun and rain. A guard stood at attention beside the door, his posture rigid, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

The wagons came to a halt. The sudden absence of motion felt strange after so many hours—the world holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

Leather creaked. Wood groaned. Soldiers dismounted in practiced motions, boots striking stone in controlled thuds. One of them gestured sharply. “Alright. Everyone out.”

His tone held no cruelty, but it brooked no delay.

Lisa lifted Velrik before he could find the courage to move on his own, arms secure around him. “Don’t worry,” she said softly. “We’ll stay together.”

He didn’t like being carried—it made him feel younger, smaller, reminded him of Caroline—but he didn’t pull away. The press of her arms anchored him as the soldiers ushered them forward.

He glimpsed movement to the side as a carriage door opened.

Count Veldoran stepped down, hands bound in iron, guards flanking him on all sides. His fine coat was rumpled now, the sharp edge of his composure dulled by fury he could no longer act upon. Velrik’s eyes lingered only a moment before Lisa carried him inside.

The air changed the instant they crossed the threshold.

Damp stone, rusted iron, old water that had soaked too deeply into the walls to ever fully dry. The scent bit sharp at his nose, making his whiskers twitch. The corridor beyond was narrow and dim, light filtering through high slits cut into the stone. Each step echoed too loudly, sound bouncing back in hollow repetition. This place was cold in more than temperature. It had been built to hold, to strip comfort away until only compliance remained.

Velrik could feel the unease in the other servants—tight shoulders, shallow breaths, the careful way they avoided brushing too close to the walls.

They were led into a chamber at the back of the building, larger than the corridor but no less severe. A fire burned low in a hearth at one end, offering only marginal warmth. Tables stood scattered across the room, rough-hewn and scarred with use, each surrounded by chairs that scraped loudly when moved.

A soldier wearing more elaborate armor stepped forward, his presence commanding attention without need for raised voice. “Find a seat. We’ll begin shortly.”

The servants clustered together by habit. Lisa set Velrik into a chair beside her, the seat too tall for him, his paws dangling above the stone floor.

There was nowhere to hide here.

He had spent years learning how to disappear inside the manor’s halls, how to become part of the background. Here, under the watchful eyes of armored strangers, that skill failed him entirely.

Dain crossed his arms, shoulders squared defensively. Mira’s gaze never stopped moving, flicking from guard to door to loophole. Joren sat forward, jaw tight, hands clasped on the table.

Soldiers began calling on those around the room at random, escorting people through smaller doors set into the far wall. Those taken returned after a time—some pale, some relieved, all quiet.

Velrik watched the doors with growing dread.

Lisa was called first from their table. He strained to listen as she was led away, but the room swallowed words whole, noise echoing and overlapping until nothing was clear. When she returned, she sat immediately, one hand resting on Velrik’s shoulder.

“They just want to know who you are,” she whispered. “How you came to the manor.”

He nodded, though his fur remained raised and his ears pinned despite his effort to relax them.

Mira returned next, her expression sharp and defiant, chin lifted as if daring anyone to question her honesty.

Then the soldier’s gaze dropped to Velrik.

“What about this one?”

His stomach dropped.

Lisa’s hand tightened briefly on his shoulder. “He can speak,” she said carefully. “He’s just a child.”

The soldier paused, surprise flickering across his face as his eyes settled more carefully on Velrik.

“Alright. Come on, then.”

Velrik swallowed, slid from the chair, and followed—heart pounding, ears ringing, every instinct screaming to run even as he forced himself to walk.

The soldier held the door open and Velrik paused at the threshold, one paw hovering just above the stone as if the room itself might bite.

The air beyond smelled stale—ink left too long in its bottle, iron that had been handled by too many hands.

He stepped inside.

The room was small enough that sound had nowhere to go. A single table sat at its center, squared and heavy, its surface scarred with shallow cuts and darkened stains where ink had soaked in and never quite faded. Chairs faced one another across it, mismatched in height and age. One leg of the nearest chair had been repaired poorly; it rocked when weight shifted too far to the side.

A narrow barred window high in the wall let in a blade of pale winter light that cut across the table and died before reaching the floor.

The door shut behind him.

The sound was not loud, but it was final. Velrik’s ears flattened despite his effort to keep them neutral, his shoulders drawing in by instinct. The quiet pressed against him, thick and deliberate.

He chose the repaired chair and climbed into it, fingers curling around the edge of the seat as he pulled himself up. His tail stuck out the back, slightly curled inward. His satchel rested in his lap, the weight of it grounding him.

The soldier sat opposite without haste. He set a blank sheet of paper on the table, smoothed it once with a gloved hand, then dipped his quill into a small ceramic ink pot. The scratch of bristles against ceramic was the only sound for a moment.

The man watched him.

Velrik kept his gaze lowered, fixed on the grain of the tabletop. He traced one of the shallow scratches with his eyes, following it from end to end, breathing slowly through his nose. He could feel his heartbeat in his ears, a steady thud that made it difficult to tell how quiet the room really was.

“Alright,” the soldier said at last. His voice was even. “Let’s start with a name.”

Velrik swallowed. His throat felt dry.

“Velrik,” he said. The word came out softer than he intended.

The quill moved. Ink whispered across the page.

The soldier glanced up. “Do you have a family name?”

The question struck somewhere beneath his ribs.

Velrik froze, breath stalling halfway in. His claws tightened against the chair’s edge without him noticing, pads pressing hard enough that he felt the grain bite back. For a fleeting moment, something stirred—an echo rather than a memory. A sound he rarely heard as a kit that had once tied him to his parents and their trade, spoken with pride and warmth. It had slipped away in the years since he was taken, eroded by distance and fear until only silence remained where it should have been.

“I...” His ears flicked back, then forward again as he forced himself to continue. “I don’t remember.”

The quill paused.

Not for long—just long enough that Velrik noticed. Then it moved again, the sound steady and unjudging.

“What are you?” the man asked next.

Velrik exhaled slowly. “I’m a Vulpin.”

“And where are you from?”

His ears pinned back again and he felt heat creep into his face, an old reflex he hadn’t been able to train out of himself. He searched for words that wouldn’t put his home in danger, that wouldn’t lead soldiers or slavers back to Vaelwyn. Even if he didn’t know where it was anymore, he knew the question was dangerous.

“I don’t know,” he said while looking down. “I was taken when I was little.”

The quill scratched on.

The questions continued, one after another, delivered with the same measured cadence. Each one felt like a small stone added to a pile he had to carry.

“How much did Veldoran pay for you?”

Velrik hesitated, then shook his head faintly. “I don’t know. But—a lot, I think.”

“Who sold you to him?”

“A man.” His tail tightened around the chair leg. “He had a scar on his eyebrow. Dark hair. He smelled like salt and old wood.”

“How long were you in his possession?”

He had to think. Time inside the manor had folded in on itself—days repeating, seasons marking change more clearly than years. “Five years,” he said finally. The number felt both impossibly long and terrifyingly short.

The soldier nodded, writing each answer with careful precision. His expression did not change. That somehow made it worse. Velrik would have preferred disgust, anger, pity—anything that acknowledged what had been done. The neutrality felt like erasure.

Then the man looked up again.

“What did you do for him?”

The room seemed to shrink.

Velrik stared at the table again, at the dark stains where ink had pooled and dried, where others had rested their hands while answering questions like this. His tail went still. His breath went shallow.

He remembered standing on the pedestal beneath chandeliers, light too bright and voices too loud. Laughter that didn’t reach eyes. Hands that touched without asking—fingers in his fur, tugging at his ears, lifting his chin. He thought of being called over with a snap of fingers, of being told to smile, to bow, to turn in a circle so guests could see him properly.

He thought of how small he had learned to make himself. How quiet. How still.

His mouth opened, then closed again before he began.

“I was...” The word caught. He forced it out anyway, quiet and brittle. “A pet.”

The quill slowed.

Velrik felt the truth of it settle into him, heavy and cold. He hated how easily the word fit. How much of his life had been shaped around it—his body displayed, his voice dismissed, his choices stripped away until obedience was the only path left. His claws dug into the wood until his fingers ached, ears burning as he stared at the table and wished it would split open and swallow him.

“I guess,” he added, softer still. As if qualifying it might make it hurt less.

The soldier finished writing. The scratch of the quill seemed louder now, each stroke carving the word into permanence. Velrik heard him exhale—a quiet sound that might have been sympathy or exhaustion. The man stood, the scrape of his chair loud in the small room, and set the quill aside.

“That’ll be enough,” he said.

He opened the door.

Velrik did not look up. He slid from the chair, paws hitting stone harder than he meant them to, and moved past the soldier without pause. He didn’t stop until the larger chamber opened around him again, sound rushing back all at once—voices, footsteps, the crackle of the fire.

Lisa was already on her feet.

Her arms wrapped around him before he could think to brace, pulling him close. He sagged into the embrace, shoulders finally lowering as the tightness in his chest eased just enough for him to breathe properly. Her scent surrounded him—flour and linen—and for a moment he let himself be small again.

“It’s over,” she murmured, her voice low and rough at the edges.

He nodded against her, tail loosening, breath shuddering out in a long exhale. The guards’ eyes no longer felt as sharp. The room no longer felt quite so small.

She pulled back just enough to look at him, hands framing his face. Her thumbs brushed gently over his cheeks, smoothing fur that held a slight dampness he hadn’t realized was there.

“You did well,” she said quietly.

Velrik nodded again, though the word pet still echoed faintly in his mind, stubborn and unwelcome.

Mira slipped in beside him, resting her hand on his head. “Hey,” she said lightly, her tone deliberately bright. “We’re free now.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but close.

It was then that the heavy door they entered from opened again, and Lucien Dreymont stepped through.

He looked untouched by the day’s chaos—coat immaculate, posture composed, expression carefully neutral. The guards straightened at once, shoulders squaring in practiced deference.

“Count Dreymont,” one said. “Is your business concluded?”

The title struck Velrik’s ears, and they perked forward at the unexpected word.

Count?

The word landed wrong, a note played slightly out of tune. Velrik had heard it often enough to know its weight, but it had never belonged to Lucien before. He looked the same as he always had: long dark hair, brown eyes, his dark coat plain but well-kept, posture composed without stiffness, expression held carefully neutral. If anything, he looked uncomfortable beneath the attention, as though the room were pressing closer than he preferred.

Velrik’s ears angled forward, mind circling the thought. Veldoran had been the Count. Now he stood in irons, his name stripped of power as easily as a coat shrugged from shoulders. And Lucien—who had once moved through the manor as his aid, who had smelled of ink and parchment and quiet intent—was being addressed with that same title. The guards’ reactions told the rest: the sharpened respect, the careful distance, the way they waited instead of speaking first.

Something had changed recently. Not long enough ago for Lucien to have grown into it.

Velrik watched him incline his head, accepting the address with restraint that felt practiced but not yet natural, and wondered what it meant.

Lucien’s gaze swept the room—measured, deliberate—and paused on Velrik for only a moment, as if acknowledging that they had both noticed the shift.

“I’ve spoken with Knight Sinclair,” Lucien said, his voice carrying easily through the chamber. “Arrangements have been made. Temporary lodging has been secured for you all.”

Lisa stepped forward, tension plain in her shoulders. “And our freedom?”

Lucien met her eyes steadily. “It’s final.”

The word settled over them like a held breath finally released.

“You are no longer bound,” he continued, gaze sweeping across the gathered servants. “The burden to decide your lives is yours now.”

The weight of that pressed into Velrik’s chest—heavy, unfamiliar, and real.

Lucien approached him then, crouching slightly so they were closer to eye level. “What you do next matters,” he said quietly, voice low enough that only Velrik and those nearest could hear. Being that close to Lucien was uncomfortable, but his words were reassuring. “Learn the city. Learn people. Decide who you want to be—before someone else decides for you.”

Velrik met his gaze and nodded once, the motion small but deliberate.

Lucien straightened, passing a large leather pouch to Lisa. The weight caused her arms to drop when he released it, the faint clink of silver as the contents shifted. “This will sustain everyone for now,” he said. “I’ll see what more can be done.”

He turned and left without another word, the door closing softly behind him.

Lisa set the pouch on the table with a solid thud.

The sound cut through the quiet like a dropped stone. Conversations faltered. Heads turned.

She worked the drawstring loose with careful fingers and tipped the mouth of the pouch just enough for its contents to show.

Silver spilled against silver, catching the low firelight in a scatter of dull gleam. Real silver—worn edges, nicks and scratches, metal that had passed through many hands before resting here. Deni. Dozens of them.

The room stilled.

Then Lisa laughed—short, breathless, disbelieving—and cinched the pouch closed again as if afraid it might vanish.

“Well,” she said, voice bright and a little unsteady, “I think we’ll be alright for a little while.”

Something loosened in the room.

Mira let out a low whistle. Joren’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. Even Dain’s mouth twitched, the faintest satisfaction settling into his features.

Lisa didn’t linger on it. She moved immediately, carrying the pouch from table to table. Velrik watched her work, ears angled forward, tail still. She counted quickly, fingers nimble as she portioned out the silver. Each clink as coins changed hands carried a sound Velrik knew—not sharp like steel, not dull like iron, but soft, almost musical. The sound of weight that promised warmth, food, and choices.

The other servants reacted in different ways. Some stared at the coins as if they might dissolve. Others closed their hands around them too tightly, knuckles whitening. A few laughed quietly, the sound edged with relief or disbelief. One woman wiped at her eyes and turned away, shoulders shaking.

Velrik tracked the pouch as Lisa moved. He knew silver. He knew its value, how carefully he had hidden each stolen coin in the hollow of the old tree, counting them like promises. This was more money than all the money he had stolen from the corrupt Count.

Enough to leave. Enough to survive for weeks if he was careful.

When Lisa returned to him, she paused and pressed a small stack of coins into his hands—eight Deni, the metal cool and substantial against his palms. He curled his fingers around them reflexively, the weight grounding him in a way words could not. Real. Tangible. His.

A soldier cleared his throat from near the door.

“I’ll be escorting you to the inns where you’ll be staying—”

His voice vanished beneath a sudden swell of sound. Relief burst loose across the room—voices overlapping, laughter spilling out, chairs scraping as people shifted closer together. The soldier waited, expression patient but firm, until the noise ebbed enough to be heard again.

The word inns echoed in Velrik’s mind.

Not a straw bed in a corner. Not a cage. Inns—places people chose to stay.

Lisa turned toward the soldier at once. “Will there be one that has space for five?” she asked. “We’d like to stay together.”

The soldier nodded. “Count Dreymont has already arranged it. One inn will accommodate the five of you.”

The answer came too smoothly for coincidence. Velrik’s ears twitched, and he glanced toward the door Lucien had passed through moments before. The half-elf’s hand was shaping their path. But why?

The soldier raised his voice again, cutting through the renewed murmur of conversation. “The first seven nights are paid for, using funds seized from Edric Veldoran’s estate.” He paused, letting the words settle. “After that, you’ll be expected to make your own arrangements.”

Seven days.

A short time to find work. A short time to learn the city. A short time for Velrik to figure out who he was without someone telling him.

“Follow me,” the soldier said, already turning toward the corridor. “Wagons are waiting.”

Movement resumed—lighter, quicker. The pressure that had sat heavy since they entered the barracks had lifted, replaced by something fragile and bright. People shuffled forward clutching coins and hope in equal measure, voices rising in cautious excitement.

Velrik moved with the group, staying close to Lisa without thinking. The stone corridors no longer felt quite so oppressive. When they stepped outside, cold air rushed to meet them, and he drew a breath that tasted of freedom and uncertainty in equal measure.

Wagons waited in the courtyard; each bound for a different inn. Groups were directed toward them in small clusters, soldiers calling out names and gestures. When a guard gestured Velrik and his companions toward one of the nearer wagons, his stomach fluttered—not fear this time, but anticipation edged with nerves.

They climbed aboard and settled onto the benches. The wood was worn smooth, grooves carved by countless passengers before them. Velrik chose a spot near the edge, his satchel secure in his lap, coins tucked safely inside. Dain sat heavily beside Lisa, the wagon creaking under his weight. Mira and Joren took the opposite bench, already talking quietly.

The driver gathered the reins, leather creaking as he adjusted his grip.

The wagon lurched forward. Cobblestones rattled beneath the wheels, the vibration traveling up through the wood and into Velrik’s bones. He gripped the edge of the seat, ears flattening as the city surged around them once more.

Montressa unfolded in motion—narrow streets crowded with bodies and color, banners fluttering overhead, merchants calling from doorways with voices that competed for attention. The air carried smoke, sweat, and baked bread, thick enough to make his nose sting.

And eyes—so many eyes. Velrik felt them before he heard the words.

“What is that?”

“That fox has clothes.”

“Is that an Aberrant in the city?”

The words weren’t shouted. They didn’t need to be. They slipped through the noise and lodged beneath his fur, burrowing into the space where his confidence should have been.

His ears remained flat. He edged closer to Lisa, shoulders curling inward, trying to make himself smaller without disappearing entirely.

Mira shifted then, stepping over to squeeze beside him with deliberate ease. She nudged his leg with her knee, her presence solid and grounding.

“Let them look,” she said quietly, her voice carrying a grin even if her eyes stayed sharp. “You’re probably more talented than half of them combined.”

Velrik huffed despite himself—a short breath that might have been a laugh if it had been allowed to grow under so many watchful eyes. His tail flicked once, a small motion of acknowledgment.

The wagon rolled on, carrying them deeper into the city, toward warmth and uncertainty in equal measure.
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The wagon slowed at last, wheels grinding unevenly against stone before settling into stillness. Velrik felt the vibration travel up through his legs and fade, leaving behind a quiet that pressed against his ears. He leaned forward on the bench, ears angling ahead as the horses shifted and stamped, their breath fogging faintly in the cold air.

The inn stood just off the street—broad and solid, three stories tall. Its lower walls were built of rough stone darkened by age and weather, the mortar between them cracked in places but holding firm. The upper story was framed in heavy timber beams that creaked softly when the wind threaded through them, the wood gone gray with years of sun and rain. A sign hung above the door on iron hooks, swaying slightly, its paint worn thin enough that the image upon it had softened into suggestion—something that might once have been a bird, or a cup, or neither.

Warm light spilled from the windows in steady amber bands, pooling across the cobblestones and pushing back the winter dusk. Even before the door opened, scent reached him—roasting meat rich with fat and herbs, bread baked until its crust cracked, the faint sour bite of ale mingling with woodsmoke. His stomach responded with a light rumble.

Dain dropped down first, boots striking stone with a solid, satisfied sound as he straightened and rolled his shoulders. The tight readiness he had carried since the barracks loosened visibly now that the stone walls and barred windows were behind them. Joren followed a moment later, landing lightly and glancing up at the sign before turning toward the door.

Lisa moved to help Velrik down, but he was already springing from the wagon’s edge, paws touching uneven stone with vigor. The cold bit immediately through his pads, sharp and clean.

He then felt the attention shift around him. Nearby voices thinned, laughter faltered mid-breath. Movement slowed just enough for him to notice—heads turning, gazes catching, the subtle recalibration of a space that had not expected him.

His ears flattened without conscious command, pressing back against his skull. His tail drew inward, curling close to his legs. Instinct pulled him smaller as he walked beside Lisa, shoulders hunching, gaze fixed forward. He knew this feeling. He had lived inside it for years. The weight of being seen without being understood.

A stable hand near the doorway froze mid-step, a bucket sloshing dangerously in his grip as his gaze fixed on Velrik. The man’s mouth opened slightly, then closed. He inhaled sharply and murmured something under his breath that Velrik chose not to decipher. The words didn’t matter. The tone was enough.

Velrik kept his eyes forward, claws clicking softly against the stone as he crossed the threshold and stepped inside with the others.

The inn’s common room opened around them in warmth and sound. Low beams crossed the ceiling, darkened by years of smoke until the wood had gone nearly black in places. Firelight danced across scarred tabletops and the packed shoulders of patrons clustered in small groups, their conversations folding together into a steady, lived-in hum. Tankards clinked against wood. Someone laughed near the hearth, the sound deep and unguarded, rising briefly above the rest before settling back into the general murmur. A fiddle played somewhere just out of sight, its tune half-swallowed by voices but persistent all the same—a melody that wound through the room like smoke.

Eyes found Velrik as he entered. Not with the sharp, appraising focus he had grown used to at the manor, but with something else. Confusion, mostly. Brows furrowed as people tried to place him into a shape they understood. Some stared openly, drinks pausing halfway to mouths. Others glanced once and returned to their meals, curiosity shrugged off by drink, distraction, or the simple press of their own concerns. A few leaned toward companions and whispered, words too low for even his ears to catch clearly.

He did not yet know how to exist here—how to move through a space that held so many people. But he kept walking, staying close to Lisa’s side.

The innkeeper emerged from behind the bar—a woman with pale hair pulled back from a broad, capable face, sleeves rolled to her elbows to reveal forearms built from years of hauling barrels and breaking up quarrels. She moved with the efficient confidence of someone who had seen most things that could walk through her door and had long since stopped being surprised by any of them.

Her gaze caught on Velrik and held for half a breath too long, measuring him in a way that made his tail twitch. He could see her working through it—the ears, the fur, the way he stood upright like a person but looked like nothing she had a ready name for. Then her expression shifted. Not into warmth exactly, but into something practiced and firm, as if she had decided what sort of problem he was and set it neatly aside for later consideration.

“It seems you’re the group Lucien sent word about,” she said, her voice carrying the particular flatness of someone stating facts rather than asking questions. “Welcome to my inn. I’m Trudy.”

She stepped aside, gesturing them deeper into the room. “Room’s on the third floor, end of the hall. Here’s the key.” She placed a small iron key in Lisa’s hand. “Food’s hot if you want it now. You’re each allowed a meal a day—that’s part of the arrangement. Anything beyond that, you pay for yourselves.”

Dain’s stomach answered before anyone else could speak, a low growl that rumbled through the space between them and earned a chuckle from Mira and a brief, dry smile from Trudy herself. The innkeeper had already turned away, calling an order over her shoulder to someone in the kitchen as she moved back toward the bar.

They climbed the stairs together, the wood creaking beneath their weight with each step. The sound was different from the manor’s polished floors—rougher, more honest, the kind of noise that came from boards that had borne countless feet and would bear countless more. Velrik’s claws found easy purchase in the grain, and he climbed without difficulty, though his legs ached faintly from the long hours in the wagon.

The room waited at the end of the hall, its door plain and unadorned. Lisa fitted the key into the lock, turned it with a click that seemed louder than it should have been, and pushed the door open.

Inside, the chamber stretched longer than it was wide—a narrow space fitted with six beds arranged in two rows of three, their frames simple but sturdy. A small hearth occupied the far wall, coals already glowing faintly behind the grate, and a single window overlooked the street below, its shutters cracked open just enough to let in a sliver of fading light. Clean straw filled the mattresses, the ticking pale and unstained. Wool blankets lay folded at the foot of each bed, their colors muted but their weave tight and warm.

The air smelled of fresh straw and woodsmoke. Not iron. Not sweat. Not the particular staleness of rooms that had been slept in by too many bodies with too little care.

Velrik stepped inside last and paused just beyond the threshold. He inhaled slowly, letting the scent settle, letting the warmth from the hearth press against his fur. For a long moment he simply stood there, taking it in—the quiet, the space, the absence of eyes watching from corners.

Dain turned and closed the door behind them.

The click of the latch was soft, but it carried weight. This felt different. This felt like something that belonged to them.

Velrik crossed to the nearest bed and sat on its edge, the mattress dipping beneath his slight weight. The straw rustled faintly, adjusting to him. He stayed there for a moment, palms pressed flat against the blanket, feeling the texture of the wool beneath his pads. Then, slowly, he lay back.

His tail moved loosely beside him. His ears, which had remained half-pinned since riding through the city, lifted gradually and angled outward as his breathing evened. The ceiling beams stretched above him, dark and solid, close enough that he could have touched them if he reached. Outside, the city continued its endless motion—voices rising, wagons passing, life moving in a hundred directions at once—but the sounds were muffled here, distant, belonging to a world he did not have to rejoin until he chose to.

For a time, no one spoke.

The quiet was not empty, only new. It carried the soft crackle of the hearth, the distant murmur of the street drifting through the cracked shutters, the subtle rustle of straw shifting beneath bodies that were no longer braced for interruption. It was the kind of silence that came after something ended—not tense, not waiting, just present.

Velrik lay still, eyes half-lidded, the ceiling beams blurring above him as warmth seeped through his fur and into muscles that had not fully relaxed in years. He could feel the knots in his shoulders loosening, the tightness in his jaw easing. His body seemed to be remembering something it had forgotten—how to be still without being watchful, how to rest without listening for footsteps.

Across the room, Mira wandered from bed to bed, pressing a hand into each mattress as if testing whether any of them might vanish beneath her fingers. She tugged at one of the wool blankets, inspecting its weight and weave with the critical eye of someone who had slept under worse and learned to tell the difference.

“These are actually clean,” she said at last, her voice low, almost wondering. She rubbed the fabric between her fingers, then snorted softly. “Not just ‘washed if you squint,’ but actually clean.”

Joren chuckled under his breath as he lowered himself onto the edge of a bed near the window. He ran a hand through his hair and let out a long, slow exhale, his shoulders slumping forward as if some unseen harness had finally been unbuckled.

Dain had chosen the bed nearest the door without seeming to think about it—positioning himself between the entrance and the others, the instinct of someone who had spent years placing himself between danger and those he meant to protect. He sat heavily, the bed frame groaning beneath his weight, boots planted wide and forearms resting on his knees.

“Hmph,” he grunted at last, the sound carrying grudging satisfaction. “Could be worse.”

Velrik listened to them through the haze of comfort creeping up his spine, his ears angling toward each voice in turn without conscious effort. He felt strangely detached from his own body, as though he had lain down somewhere he wasn’t meant to be and had not yet been corrected for it. The sensation was disorienting—not unpleasant, but unfamiliar, like wearing clothes that fit differently than expected.

His tail shifted once against the mattress, then stilled. He pressed his palms into the fabric beneath him, grounding himself in its texture. Straw pricked faintly through the ticking, small points of pressure against his pads. Not unpleasant. Just real.

Lisa moved last. She crossed the room quietly and stopped beside Velrik’s bed. She watched him for a moment, her expression unreadable in the dim light from the hearth. Then she sat down on the edge of the mattress near his shoulder, her weight causing the straw to shift and resettle around them both.

“You look like you might melt straight through it,” she said softly, a hint of warmth threading through her voice.

His ears flicked at the sound, and the corner of his mouth twitched—not quite a smile, but close. He didn’t open his eyes. “I have my own now,” he said. The words came out quieter than he intended, almost wondering.

Lisa didn’t respond, but he felt her hand settle briefly on his head, fingers brushing through the fur between his ears before withdrawing. The touch was light, familiar, and gone before he could lean into it.

Eventually, Mira clapped her hands together once, the sound sharp enough to cut through the languor that had settled over the room. “Alright,” she announced, pushing herself up from where she had been testing yet another mattress. “If we stay up here too long, I’m going to fall asleep face-first into a pillow, and I refuse to miss a proper meal after the day we’ve had.”

Dain pushed himself to his feet with a groan that seemed to come from somewhere deep in his bones. “Aye,” he agreed, rolling his shoulders. “My stomach’s been making threats since the barracks.”

Joren was already moving for the door. “If the food smells half as good as it did when we walked past, I’m not waiting another minute.”

Velrik almost hesitated. The bed cradled him in a way that made it difficult to imagine leaving—the warmth, the softness, the simple fact of having something that was his. His body protested the idea of standing again, of returning to noise and movement and the weight of unfamiliar eyes.

But beneath that reluctance stirred something else. Hunger—real hunger, sharper than he had let himself notice until now. Not the dull, constant ache he had grown used to, the kind that could be ignored or pushed aside, but something more immediate. The memory of the scents from the common room rose unbidden: meat, bread, and warmth.

He sat up, swung his legs over the edge of the bed, and followed the others.

The common room greeted them with a wave of heat that washed over Velrik as they descended the last flight of stairs. It was layered with scent and sound so thick it nearly made him sway—warmth that pressed against his fur and sank into his skin, noise that filled his ears until the boundaries between individual sounds blurred together.

This warmth was different from the room above. Louder. Messier. Alive with motion and voices overlapping without restraint, with bodies shifting and chairs scraping and tankards thudding against wood. The fire in the great hearth had been built up since they arrived, flames leaping and crackling, casting dancing shadows across the dark beams and scarred tabletops.

Near the hearth, the fiddle sang through a tune that bounced and skipped, quick enough to make feet tap even among those who remained seated. The melody wove between conversations, threading the room together into something that felt almost unified—strangers sharing space and warmth and sound, if nothing else.

Velrik stayed close to Lisa as they wove through the press of bodies, his ears swiveling constantly to track movement and sound from all directions. His nose worked without pause, sorting through the layers of scent that competed for attention—rendered fat and roasted herbs, spilled ale soaking into old wood, smoke clinging to hair and cloth. Beneath it all, threading through everything else, the particular ease of people with their guards let down.

They found a table set slightly apart from the loudest clusters of drinkers, close enough to the hearth that warmth licked pleasantly at Velrik’s back when he climbed onto the bench. The wood beneath his palms was smooth, worn down by countless hands over countless years until the grain had gone soft and dark. He traced a scratch in the surface with one claw, wondering how many people had sat here before him.

When the innkeeper approached to take their orders, Velrik listened with mounting disbelief. Trudy rattled off options with the brisk efficiency of long practice—lamb with rosemary and honey, beef stew with root vegetables, fresh bread with butter, pies filled with apple or pork. The words themselves were simple enough, but the way they were offered—casually, without scrutiny, without the implication that he would need to earn or justify whatever he chose—felt unreal. As though he had stepped into someone else’s life by mistake and had not yet been discovered.

He asked for the lamb, his voice smaller than he meant it to be, and Trudy nodded once and moved on without comment.

By the time the plates arrived, steam curling upward into the air, his stomach had knotted itself tight with hunger he had barely allowed himself to notice. The lamb on his plate glistened with juice and herbs, the meat dark where it had been seared and tender where the knife had already begun to part it. The scent rose to meet him—rich and deep, fat and salt and the sweetness of honey beneath—and he felt his mouth flood with saliva before he could stop it.

He hesitated only a moment, some old instinct whispering that this could not possibly be meant for him. Then he picked up his fork, cut into the meat, and brought the first bite to his mouth.

The flavor bloomed across his tongue, and his whiskers twitched as he savored it.

Warmth spread through his chest, settling somewhere behind his ribs. Salt and fat layered together, the honey adding a depth that lingered even after he swallowed. It was richer than anything he had eaten at the manor. Food cooked to bring out the best flavors possible.

He chewed slowly, deliberately, afraid that if he rushed, the moment would slip away from him. Each bite was its own small revelation. The meat yielded easily, almost melting against his teeth. The herbs left traces of flavor on his tongue. He ate until his plate was empty and his stomach pressed full against his ribs, and even then he found himself running a piece of bread around the edges to catch the last of the juices.

Lisa watched him from the corner of her eye, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Good?” she asked.

He nodded, mouth still full of bread, and she laughed quietly—a sound that seemed to belong here, in this place of warmth and noise and strangers sharing tables.

Around them, conversation flowed freely among the others. Dain had ordered the stew and was attacking it with obvious appreciation, thick chunks of bread disappearing almost as fast as he could tear them from the loaf. Mira had chosen the lamb as well and leaned back in her seat with her eyes half-lidded, savoring each bite as though committing it to memory. Joren worked through his own meal with steady determination, pausing occasionally to offer a comment that sent a ripple of laughter through the group—jokes Velrik only half understood, references to the day’s chaos that had already begun to transform into stories.

As the night wore on, the music shifted. The fiddle’s tune grew faster, more insistent, the notes tumbling over one another in a way that demanded movement. A handful of patrons rose from their seats, boots scuffing against the worn floorboards as they cleared a small space between tables. Their movements were unpolished and uneven—no formal steps, no practiced grace—but joyful. Hands met and parted. Boots stomped in rough rhythm. Laughter spilled out between breaths, bright and unguarded.

Velrik watched them with interest, his earlier wariness fading as the warmth of the food settled into his limbs. The noise no longer pressed against him the way it had when they first entered. It had become something else—a current he could float in rather than fight against.

The rhythm of the dance tugged at something deep and old inside him. A memory rose unbidden: firelight flickering between trees, paws kicking up dust, the scent of smoke and roasted meat drifting through the air as voices lifted together in song. Not a performance for watching, but a celebration for living. Something his village had done, in a life that no longer belonged to him.

He swallowed and looked down at his empty plate.

Lisa noticed the shift—she always did. She leaned closer, her voice pitched low beneath the music. “You ever dance?”

His ears snapped back against his skull, and heat crept unbidden under his fur, prickling along his cheeks. He shook his head once, sharp and final, not wanting to become the center of attention.

Mira caught the exchange and stood, grinning down at him with an expression that promised trouble. “That’s alright,” she said lightly. “You’ve got time to learn.”

She was gone before he could respond, slipping into the crowd of dancers with an ease that made it look effortless. Within moments she had found a partner, their hands clasping briefly before the music swept them both into motion.

Velrik watched her go, tail curling against the bench beneath him.

Later—he wasn’t sure how much later, time had grown slippery in the warmth and noise—a large man wandered close to their table. He was unsteady on his feet, swaying slightly with each step, and his face bore the loose, joyous grin of someone who had been drinking since well before sunset. He bent at the waist to peer at Velrik, bringing his face close enough that the smell of ale washed over them both.

Velrik’s body tightened. His tail curled in close, pressing against his leg. His ears flattened. The man was huge—broad across the shoulders, thick through the arms, the kind of size that could do damage without meaning to. His grin was friendly, his posture unthreatening, but size alone was enough to make Velrik’s breath hitch, to make old instincts surge up from wherever he had buried them.

Before the fear could take root, Lisa’s voice cut in—light but firm, carrying an edge that brooked no argument. “He’s not something to gawk at,” she said.

The man blinked, processing her words through the fog of drink. Then he laughed—loud and utterly unoffended, the sound booming through the space between them—and straightened up, offering something that might have been an apology or might have been a toast before wandering off again in search of his next distraction.

The tension ebbed slowly from Velrik’s shoulders, draining away and leaving behind a tiredness that settled into his bones. Not fear, not anymore. Just exhaustion—the deep, thorough kind that came after a day of being wrung out and put back together in a different shape.

By the time his eyelids began to droop, the fire had burned low in the hearth, the flames reduced to embers that glowed orange and red beneath a layer of ash. The music had softened too, the fiddle’s frantic energy giving way to something slower, gentler—a tune meant for the end of the night, for bodies grown heavy and voices grown quiet.

When Lisa shifted on the bench beside him, Velrik leaned into her without thinking. Her side was warm and solid against his shoulder, and she adjusted to make room for him without comment, one arm settling loosely around his back. It felt natural—the same way it had felt with his mother, in the time before. Lisa always seemed to know when he was overwhelmed, when the world had grown too large and too loud. She knew what he needed without him having to ask.

Outside, Montressa had quieted now, the streets emptying as the hour grew late, but still present, still sprawling, still unknowable. A city full of strangers and secrets and lives that had nothing to do with him.

Inside, there was warmth. Full bellies. The crackle of dying embers and the murmur of voices winding down. No hands reaching to claim him. No eyes measuring his worth. No collar pressing against his throat.

Velrik rested his head more fully against Lisa’s side and let his eyes close. The sounds of the inn blurred together into a low, steady hum—not silence, but something close to it. Something that wrapped around him like a blanket, gentle and distant.
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Chapter 5
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Morning light crept into the room in a thin, pale band, sliding beneath the edge of the shutters and crawling slowly across the worn wooden floor. Velrik stirred beneath the blanket, the warmth gathered around him holding him in place longer than usual. The wool was heavy but comfortable. He shifted slightly—paws flexing against the mattress as sensation returned to his limbs—and opened his eyes to a ceiling that did not belong to the manor.

No cracks he had memorized. No water stains that marked the passing seasons. Just smooth plaster and wood beams.

He listened to the waking world. There was no rustling of clothes, no soft clink of cookware, no familiar rhythm of Lisa beginning her morning routine. Only the distant creak of footsteps passing somewhere beyond the door, the low murmur of the inn settling into its day, and the muffled sounds of the street drifting through gaps in the window shutters.

His ears rotated independently, testing the quiet, sorting through layers of sound as he usually did in the mornings. Then he pushed the blanket back slowly, the cool air meeting his face in a gentle rush.

Lisa was still asleep in the bed beside his. Her breathing was slow and even, one arm flung loosely across the blanket as though she had dropped into rest without ceremony. She wore the same clothes from the night before, her hair fallen loose across the pillow, her face slack in a way Velrik rarely saw during waking hours. For a long moment he simply watched her chest rise and fall, reassured by the steadiness of it.

The previous night drifted back to him slowly. Laughter that didn’t belong to any single person. Food that had not been rationed or tasteless. Music that lifted spirits and caused feet to shuffle.

His tail began to sway beneath the blanket without his noticing, the movement slow and contented until a thought caught up with it and he stilled.

He was free.

The realization brought with it a sharp brightness that spread through his chest. His life belonged to him again, but now that it did, the shape of what came next pressed at the edges of his thoughts. He stared up at the ceiling, ears pricked forward, listening to nothing in particular as his mind wandered.

He could go home.

The thought came unbidden and refused to leave. Somewhere beyond the city and its stone ribs, beyond roads and borders he did not yet know, Vaelwyn still existed. Or so he hoped. The problem was that hope offered no direction. He did not know where to start looking. He did not know who to ask. He closed his eyes briefly, breath slowing as he tried to picture a path where none presented itself.

Rustling fabric broke the stillness.

Lisa stirred, shifting onto her side before pushing herself upright with a small sound of effort. She stretched, arms lifting overhead as her spine arched, a low groan escaping her throat. The ease in her movement told him she had rested well despite never changing out of her clothes.

“Good morning,” she muttered, voice thick with sleep as she glanced over at him and smiled. Her expression was unguarded and warm in a way that helped him relax. She stood up and crossed the narrow space between the beds, reaching out to ruffle the fur between his ears in the same familiar way she always had. Her fingers brushed warm against his scalp, tugging lightly at one ear in a gesture that was equal parts affection and habit.

It had felt strange once, allowing a human’s touch to settle into something comforting rather than threatening. That strangeness had faded long ago. The sensation grounded him now, reminding him that he was not alone, even in this unfamiliar place.

Lisa moved on to wake the others, nudging Joren’s shoulder first. He came awake easily enough, blinking and pushing himself upright with a quiet yawn. Dain and Mira proved more resistant, their limbs heavy and unmoving despite her efforts.

Lisa straightened, lips curling with quiet amusement. “You might miss your morning meal if you don’t get up.”

That’ll do it, Velrik thought.

Mira groaned and rolled onto her back, blinking toward the ceiling as if offended by the existence of morning. Dain sat up with a gruff sound, rubbing at his beard as though already regretting the previous night’s drink.

Once everyone was at least upright, Lisa folded her arms loosely. “Why don’t we get some breakfast,” she said, her tone practical but warm, “and figure out what we’re doing today while we eat.”

The words settled into the room with weight. Velrik watched as the others reacted—not with panic or annoyance, but with quiet understanding. No one spoke a word as they reached for their boots and tightened their laces. They all knew how much time they had been given, and while it was generous, it was just barely enough.

Velrik stood on the bed and stretched, arms lifting high as his spine lengthened. The movement sent a pleasant shiver through his muscles, loosening stiffness he hadn’t realized he carried. He used his claws to work through a stubborn knot in the fur of his tail, then lifted the edge of his mattress to check that his satchel was still hidden beneath the straw cushion. His hand hovered over it for a moment before retreating. His shoulder was sore from carrying it all day. He tucked the edge of the mattress back into place and moved to stand before the dying coals in the fireplace, letting the last of their warmth soak into his fur.

Lisa smiled at everyone’s movements. “Good. Let’s eat.”

They moved together down the hallway, Velrik trailing behind Mira as she slowly made her way. Lisa locked the door behind them, the soft click of the latch making Velrik’s ears flick back before settling forward again.

The common room below was a different place in daylight.

Where the night before had been loud and crowded, pressing in from all sides with noise, heat, and bodies, it now lay in a gentle hush. Only a handful of patrons sat scattered among the tables, speaking in low voices with each other as they ate. Tankards touched wood with soft, hollow sounds. The hearth crackled steadily, its warmth rolling outward in lazy waves that Velrik could feel even from the stairs.

His gaze drifted toward the kitchen just as Trudy emerged with a plate balanced on her fingers. A merchant sat nearby, coins stacked in careful piles before him. The dull gleam of silver caught Velrik’s attention immediately, his eyes tracking the movement as the man counted and recounted them with practiced ease, fingers moving with the certainty of long habit.

“I’ll be right with ya,” Trudy called without looking up.

Velrik tore his gaze away and followed the others to a table near the fire. As they sat, warmth seeped into his limbs, easing the last of the night’s chill from his joints. He shifted closer to the hearth without thinking.

Dain leaned back and let out a satisfied breath. “All that wine you had last night had you snoring like a bear, Mira.”

Her head snapped toward him instantly. “If anyone was snoring, it was you.”

Their banter filled the space between them easily, the familiar rhythm of shared irritation and affection smoothing the morning’s edges. To anyone else it might have sounded sharp, but Velrik recognized it for what it was—friends who knew each other well and relied on one another.

Trudy returned with tankards of water, setting one before each of them. “Sausage, eggs, and oats,” she said. “Who’s eating?”

Their answer came quickly and in unison.

Velrik’s ears perked at the word sausage, his mouth already responding to the memory of the flavor. He had only been given it once at the manor—a small piece tossed to him for amusement rather than nourishment—and the memory of its richness still lingered.

“So,” Lisa said once Trudy had turned away, “who wants to get some new clothes?”

Dain snorted. “Thought you’d want to talk about work first.”

“I do,” she replied calmly. “But all we have is what we carried out. If we want decent work, we’ll need decent clothes.”

Velrik glanced around the room, noting the differences between them and the other patrons—fabrics worn thin, colors faded, stitches visible where repairs had been made by necessity rather than choice. Even without him there, they stood out.

Mira set her tankard down with a soft clink. “I wouldn’t mind something decent. I had a friend here who ran her own shop. It’s been a decade or two, but she might still be around.”

The whiskers on Velrik’s brow raised. On her last birthday she had mentioned being in her fifties, and he had struggled to reconcile that number with the face he saw. But if dwarves could live for close to two hundred years, then perhaps it was true that half-elves lived longer as well.

“Then let’s start there,” Lisa said, turning toward Velrik. “I’ll still need to make your new clothes, but I’ll be sure they’re really nice.”

His smile returned as he remembered watching her sew, the careful way she measured and cut pieces of scrap cloth to accommodate his legs—different, but agile. The thought of having nicer, more comfortable clothing was something to look forward to.

“You could make clothes for money,” he said, ears lifting.

Lisa hesitated. “Maybe. I’ve only ever made things for you and the others. I don’t know if I’m good enough to sell them.”

Mira pointed her tankard at her. “Nonsense. These clothes held together for years. Vel’s right.”

Dain grunted. “I’ve got my tools. There’s likely a forge in need of a hand around here.”

Joren shrugged. “I can work with animals. That’s about it.”

“As for me,” Mira began grandly, “I have my lute.”

Velrik stared into his tankard as they spoke, fingers tightening around the rim. The room felt suddenly larger, the distance between him and the others widening in a way he didn’t like. They all had something to offer. They all had skills they could put to use.

His ears angled back. “What can I do?”

Lisa’s hand found his head again, fingers rubbing the base of his ear. “You don’t have to do anything. You’re ten.”

He looked down at his lap. Kits his age in Vaelwyn had already started learning trades, contributing to the village in small ways that mattered. The memory was distant now, softened by years, but he still remembered watching older kits help their parents, remembered the pride in their faces when they completed a task. “I can do something,” he said quietly.

Lisa’s expression softened. “I know you want to help, but this place isn’t safe.”

“But we’re free, aren’t we?” he asked.

Dain answered instead. “Not everything dangerous looks like a cage. But I’m sure you can help Lisa from time to time.”

Trudy’s footsteps returned, bringing the scent of hot food with her. Plates were set down, steam curling upward.

Velrik set aside the matter for now. He ate slowly, not because the food was scarce, but because each bite demanded his full attention in a way the manor’s meals never had.

The sausage gave a soft resistance when he sank his teeth into it, the casing snapping with a clean little crunch before the heat and grease inside spread across his tongue, rich with seasoning. He paused long enough for his ears to tilt forward, as if listening for someone to come snatch the plate away, but nothing changed in the room beyond the steady crackle of the hearth and the dull tap of a tankard being set down too carefully.

He cut into one of the eggs and watched the yolk spill, thick and glossy on his plate. He dragged a piece of sausage through creamy gold liquid. When he ate that bite, the tension in his shoulders loosened without permission, the way a knot sometimes slipped free when tugged just right. He took turns spooning out the oats and biting the sausage, the oats soft and heavy with a savory seasoning that tasted warm and rich.

He found himself working through the meal with the same careful focus he used when counting stolen coins or listening for footsteps in a corridor, except there was no fear attached to it—only the steady, bodily relief of being fed like someone who mattered.

After the last bite, he gave a satisfied sigh. At Veldoran’s manor, meals had been plain enough that he sometimes forgot them as soon as the taste left his tongue—food meant to keep hands moving and backs straight, not something to be savored. Here, spice lingered, and fat clung pleasantly to his chops. He licked the plate clean without thinking, tongue catching the last streaks of yolk and grease, then pushed the wooden platter forward and leaned against the table, tail curling loosely around the bench.

Around him, the others ate with their own quiet urgency. Dain’s spoon scraped the bowl with stubborn thoroughness that made the metal ring faintly. Mira tore into her sausage with less ceremony, chewing with satisfied intensity. Joren ate steadily, eyes moving now and then to the other patrons in the room. Lisa ate with her shoulders slightly lowered, posture relaxed in a way Velrik rarely saw in daylight.

When the plates were empty, Lisa gathered them without waiting for anyone else to offer, stacking them neatly at the table’s edge.

He slid down from the bench, paws landing on the floorboards with a soft thud. The wood underfoot was smoother than stone and held a trace of warmth near the hearth. He flexed his toes once, claws whispering against the grain, then stilled. Mira swung her legs over the bench and stood, rolling her shoulders as if to shake off the last remnants of sleep.

“Let’s take our time,” she said, planting her hands on her hips. Her voice carried that easy confidence she wore like armor, even now when Velrik could see the faint fatigue at the edges of her eyes. “I’m sure everyone wants to enjoy some freedom for a bit.”

“Sounds good,” Dain grunted, pushing himself upright with a solid, grounded motion.

Lisa’s gaze moved to Mira, and she lifted her hand in a small gesture. “Lead the way.”

Velrik followed between them by instinct, keeping his body tucked close without needing to be told. Dain’s broad shoulders to one side and Lisa’s steady presence to the other made a kind of moving wall he could hide against, and he stayed within that narrow space as they approached the outside world.

When the inn’s front door opened, cool morning air spilled inside, brushing against his face. He blinked at the change in light, slit pupils narrowing, and the scent of the street reached him once again—horses, wood smoke, and the faint sharpness of cold air beneath it all. They stepped out onto the cobbled road, and Velrik immediately felt the uneven ground beneath his paws, the stones rounded and slick in places from use, their edges biting when his footing landed wrong.

He looked up and saw thin clouds spread across the sky, muting the sun and making the city feel lower, tighter, as though the walls were pressing inward. His gaze kept dropping back to his paws as they began to walk, watching for gaps between stones that might catch his toes, ears flicking at every passing sound.

It took a few minutes before his legs found a rhythm. Cobblestone demanded a different balance than packed earth—his weight shifted constantly from paw to paw as he searched for stable purchase. The muscles along his calves warmed with effort, a soft reminder that he was moving through a place not built for those like him.

The city around them moved as though it had been set in motion long before they woke and would continue long after they returned to bed. Carts creaked past loaded with barrels bound in rope, the wood of their wheels groaning under the weight. Men with reddened hands hauled bundles from one doorway to another. Women in thick layered clothes walked quickly with baskets tucked against their hips, heads lowered against the cold breeze. Somewhere a hammer banged against wood in a steady rhythm that made Velrik’s ears twitch.

Beggars sat in doorways or against walls with blankets pulled tight around their shoulders, their faces pale in the morning light. One had their hands cupped around a small brazier that smoked weakly. Another stared at the ground with the stillness of someone conserving what little energy they had. Velrik found his gaze snagging on them in brief, uneasy pulls, the sight of bodies curled against the cold ground too close to memories he didn’t want to keep.

His fur rose whenever a stranger hurried past too close for comfort, the brush of a sleeve or the gust of movement making his skin prickle beneath his coat. The street felt cluttered, not because it lacked order but because the city’s order was different. In the manor, space had been measured—who could walk where, who had to move aside, who had to lower their gaze. Here, bodies flowed around one another like water in a narrow channel, and if he didn’t keep pace he felt as though he might be swept away.

Attention followed him as they moved.

At first it was only a few glances—eyes darting briefly, then sliding away. But the further they went, the more Velrik felt it gathering along his fur, a faint pressure that made him want to become smaller than he already was. Some looks were curious, quick and uncaring. Others carried a cautious wariness that tightened his stomach. A few lingered longer than comfort allowed. His tail stayed close to his legs, the white tip held still as if motion might draw more attention.

Mira looked back once, catching the way Velrik’s steps had shortened, the way his hands kept curling and uncurling at his sides. Without calling attention to it, she turned down a narrower side street that passed between tall houses whose upper floors leaned toward one another overhead. The change brought a small relief—fewer carts, fewer bodies—but the street also made sound bounce, voices and footsteps knocking back and forth between walls until Velrik’s ears had to work harder to separate what mattered from what didn’t.

The narrow lane opened into a small square ahead, and as they approached, Velrik’s ears perked at the sound of laughter—high and bright, bouncing off stone, the sort of sound that tugged at something old inside him. It reminded him of playing with friends back home, chasing one another between trees while elders pretended not to watch too closely, of summer evenings where voices rose over cooking fires and the air smelled of pine resin and roasted vegetables. For half a heartbeat, he was not in Montressa at all.

A group of children were clustered around a well in the center of the square, tossing pebbles and daring one another to lean too far over the edge. Their chatter and laughter hung in the air until Velrik and the others came into view, and then it snapped off so abruptly that the quiet felt physical. He felt it land against his ears. Heads turned. Eyes widened. A girl with hair in messy braids took one step closer, then stopped, her mouth open.

“Look!” she called, voice cutting through the square. “That dog’s wearing clothes.”

There was that word again. Dog.

Velrik lowered his head, turning over the sound as though it might reveal meaning on its own. He kept walking because stopping would only make them stare harder, but his gaze slid up to Lisa at his side.

“What’s a dog?” he asked, voice low and careful.

Lisa didn’t answer immediately. Her jaw tightened for a moment, and she crossed her arms slowly as if choosing how to shape the truth into something he could use. “It’s a domesticated animal,” she said at last, her tone even. “People keep them. Some guard. Some hunt. Some just follow.” After a beat she added, quieter, “You’ll probably see some strays in the city.”

Velrik absorbed the words in silence. The shape of it settled wrong in his mind, and heat crept into his ears as he understood it was the same wrongness as being called a pet.

He stared ahead, eyes narrowing slightly, and his claws flexed when he closed his hands to keep them warm. The thought of being seen as just another animal—something that could be owned, called, and trained—made his stomach twist.

Lisa’s hand brushed over his head, fingers sliding briefly between his ears in a steadying touch. “Don’t let it get to you,” she murmured. “Kids will say what’s on their mind, even if they don’t understand what they’re saying.”

Velrik didn’t answer, but he pressed closer to her side. The children’s eyes followed them until they passed beyond the square, and only then did the laughter begin again in uncertain, quieter bursts.
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The city shifted once more as they reached another main street. The smells changed before the sights did—fresh bread from an open doorway, warm and yeasty, mingling with the dry scent of flour dust; wood smoke curling down from chimneys as wind blew past; the sharper tang of pickled vegetables from a nearby stand, vinegar biting at the back of Velrik’s nose. The air felt busier here, threaded with motion, and Velrik noticed banners and signs swaying above the street where they had been fastened between buildings.

Stalls lined parts of the road, their awnings stretched tight, and people clustered in front of them with coins in hand, shoulders brushing, voices rising and falling over prices and small arguments. Carts were stopped in a wider square ahead, and groups gathered to see what was being sold, their bodies forming shifting circles around piles of produce, bundles of cloth, baskets of dried herbs.

“This is one of the open markets,” Mira said as she navigated them through the flow with practiced ease, her hand lifting now and then to signal a turn before she made it. “Looks like they still sell produce out in the square.” She nodded toward a row of stalls where winter produce lay in neat heaps. “You’ll find kitchenware and other necessities inside the shops.”

Velrik’s gaze darted where she indicated, but he didn’t linger long. Too many eyes. He kept close, letting Mira’s confidence and Dain’s broad presence carve them a path, even as his legs began to ache from the uneven stones.

Mira pointed farther down the street. “Down that way should be my friend’s shop.”

They walked on, and with each minute the ache in Velrik’s legs sharpened, a steady protest that he tried to ignore. He focused on the rhythm instead—the clap of boots on stone, the jingle of harnesses when horses passed, the occasional burst of laughter from a stall. He watched hands more than faces, the way he always had. Hands could grab or strike. Faces would only offer him sharp gazes.

Mira slowed at last in front of a building with a recessed entrance, the doorway set back from the street as if trying to hide in plain sight. Above it hung a fabric banner painted with a spool, needle, and thimble, the edges frayed but mended neatly in several places. The sign looked cared for, like a thing someone refused to let fall apart.

“Here we are,” Mira said, her voice softening.

She grabbed the wooden handle and pushed the door open. A bell chimed—clear and bright—and Velrik’s ears perked at the sound, startled by how sharp it was compared to the street’s constant rumble.

As he stepped inside, the ground under his paws leveled out, and the relief of it traveled up his legs immediately, easing some of the strain. The air was different here too—drier, warmer, carrying the layered scent of cloth: linen with its crisp, clean sharpness; wool with a dense warmth; and beneath it all was a deeper, earthy note of old wood.

“I’ll be right there,” a woman’s voice piped from somewhere behind tall shelves stacked with folded fabric.

Mira’s shoulders lifted with something like disbelief as she looked toward the sound of the voice. “I can’t believe this place is still standing.”

Suddenly, a chair skidded across the floor with a quick scrape, and hurried footsteps circled around the shelves. A pale half-elf woman emerged from the back, her light brown hair pulled into a loose knot that had begun to come undone, strands slipping around her face. Small circular glasses sat on her nose, and she pushed them up with the back of her hand as she blinked at the sight of Mira.

“Oh my—” The words caught in her throat, and her face shifted so quickly Velrik almost didn’t follow it—surprise breaking into joy sharp enough to make her eyes shine. “You’re alive!”

Velrik watched as Mira crossed the space and hugged her without hesitation, arms wrapped tight. The embrace was firm, the way people held one another when they weren’t certain they’d get a second chance. Mira’s laugh came out muffled against the woman’s shoulder.

“Of course I’m alive,” Mira said as she pulled back. “Who do you take me for?”

The woman kept her hands on Mira’s arms, holding her at a distance to look her over. Her gaze was quick and assessing, as though checking for bones out of place and bruises hidden under cloth. “You look terrible—but thankfully unhurt,” she said, and though the words were blunt, her voice carried relief more than judgment. “I didn’t think that debt was something you’d get out of for several decades.”

Velrik’s ears twitched at the mention of debt. He had heard Mira speak of it before—fragments caught over the years, never directed at him but absorbed anyway. A misfortune that had caught her after she’d built a life here, dragging her into servitude when she’d thought she would be able to pay it off easily.

“I didn’t either,” Mira said, and her smile tightened at the edges. “Count Veldoran was arrested. We were all freed.” She gestured back toward the others. “I made some good friends there. So, I suppose it balances out.”

Beth’s expression softened as she turned toward everyone else. “Oh—I’m sorry.” She stepped forward and offered her hand to Lisa first, as if instinctively gravitating toward the woman who looked the most like the kind of customer she dealt with daily. “I’m Beth. Mira and I came to Montressa together many years ago.”

Lisa shook her hand with a small smile. “I’m glad we finally have the chance to meet you.”

Beth moved down the line, greeting Dain and Joren as well, her grip firm despite her slender fingers. Velrik watched from behind. He noticed that Beth’s gaze never dipped low enough to see him at first, not out of cruelty, but because the world was built for taller bodies and most eyes moved at the height where other eyes lived. Velrik could have spoken up, but he didn’t. He held still and let the moment pass over him the way he had learned to—quiet and unremarkable.

Mira stepped back beside him and reached down, resting her hand lightly on his head as if to anchor him in place. “And this,” she said, fingers ruffling the fur between his ears, “is Velrik.”

Beth’s gaze lowered at last, and Velrik saw the familiar moment unfold—the slight pause, the confusion, the way her features tried to reshape what she was seeing into something she already understood. His fingers curled around the seam of his shirt.

Then Beth’s face brightened, her focus sharpening behind her lenses. “Oh—it’s so cute!”

The word cute landed wrong, carrying the same careless softness he’d heard from noblewomen at the manor before they reached for him.

Velrik’s tail jerked once, tight against his leg as Beth reached out to pet him. He moved without thinking—hands grabbing at Mira’s leg, claws catching lightly in the fabric as he pulled himself closer, putting Mira’s body between him and Beth’s reaching hand. His breath went shallow, a quick tightening in his chest.

“Oh... sorry,” Mira said immediately, her tone quick but not sharp. She rubbed Velrik’s head in a steady, reassuring motion, fingers pressing lightly at the base of his ear where tension gathered. “He’s not an animal,” she added, and though she kept her voice calm, there was an edge to it. “I know he looks like a fox, but he’s in the same boat as us.”

Beth froze mid-reach, hand hovering in the air before she pulled it back as if burned. Color rushed up her cheeks, blooming red beneath her pale skin. “I’m so sorry,” she said, the embarrassment in her voice sounding real. She adjusted her glasses with a small, flustered motion. “My eyes have been getting worse, and I can’t afford new lenses yet.”

Velrik’s gaze flicked to the glasses, then away. He understood the importance of them—he’d seen Veldoran stomp around in annoyance after misplacing the ones he wore when reading. 
The way she leaned forward, squinted, and reached without thinking, he understood that she hadn’t meant harm—but that didn’t stop his body from reacting the way it always did.
Mira met Velrik’s gaze, her hand still steady on his head. “It’s been rough for him,” she said, quieter now. “But he’ll come around, learn that you’re a friend.”

Velrik swallowed, feeling the dryness in his throat. He trusted Mira. If Mira said Beth was safe, then he wanted to believe it, even if every instinct urged caution. He loosened his grip on Mira’s leg, claws releasing the fabric carefully, and stepped forward a pace. His body moved slowly as he resisted his instincts.

He lifted his hand the way he’d seen the others do, the gesture awkward in his smaller frame. “It’s... nice to meet you,” he said quietly, eyes darting to the side.

Beth’s face softened again, this time without the careless brightness. She bent slightly and took his hand in hers with deliberate gentleness, careful not to squeeze too hard. “It’s nice to meet you too,” she said. “And I truly hope I didn’t offend you.”

His hand lowered and his claws flexed once before he grabbed one arm with the other to calm himself. “It’s fine,” he murmured, though the words came out more to end the moment than because he knew they were true.

Beth lowered herself to one knee, not in the way nobles had done to examine him like a novelty, but with the intent focus of someone whose eyes were trained on seams and stitches. Velrik’s body went taut anyway, instinctive and immediate, but he didn’t step back. He held still, hands half-raised as though he might ward off another touch.

“These pants...” Beth said, her fingers hovering near the stitching at the side of his thigh without touching. Her gaze traveled down his legs, and Velrik felt exposed in a different way than he did under staring eyes—not like prey, but like a garment laid out for inspection. “They’re quite unique,” she went on, voice turning thoughtful. “Are they comfortable?”

Her curiosity seemed genuine, and Velrik realized with a small, unsettled jolt that she was looking at the clothing more than she was looking at him. That should have been a relief. It wasn’t, exactly, but it softened the sharpest edge of his reaction.

“Yeah,” he said, tail still tucked. “They’re fine.”

Lisa spoke up before Beth could ask more, her voice steady. “His legs are that of a fox’s. So, I had to make them myself.”

“Sorry,” Beth said as she straightened, a quick smile flickering. “I couldn’t help myself.” Her gaze moved back up to Lisa with a new kind of interest. “Despite the older cloth, these are well made.”

Mira slid an arm around Beth’s shoulders, squeezing lightly. “That’s actually one of the reasons we came,” she said, and there was something careful in her tone now. “Lisa’s a great seamstress. She kept all of us in one piece—fixed up the servants’ clothes for years. I was hoping you’d be willing to hire her.”

Beth’s fingers went to twist a few loose strands of her hair as she thought, her gaze drifting toward the front windows where the street moved past in blurred shapes. She looked tired in a way that didn’t come from lack of sleep. For a moment, Velrik saw calculation in her face, the kind of quick weighing he’d seen in stewards and guards.

“I’m really not that great,” Lisa said, and Velrik heard the old habit in her voice—the instinct to make herself smaller before someone else did. “I had to fix up our clothing because we didn’t get much.”

Beth looked back toward Lisa, and the expression that came over her face looked almost like relief. “Actually,” she said slowly, “I could use your help.” She turned to Mira and smiled half-heartedly. “You know how Italios is. It would be better for her to see to customers than me.”

Velrik didn’t fully grasp her meaning, but he felt its weight in the way Beth’s eyes flicked toward Lisa and back, in the way Mira’s expression sharpened with something like agreement, and in the way Lisa’s shoulders stiffened as if she knew exactly what Beth meant.

“I’ll start you off at five hundred Cen a week,” Beth said, turning back to Lisa, her voice brightening as she leaned into practicality. “Once sales pick up, I’ll increase that to six hundred.”

Velrik’s ears perked despite himself at the numbers, not because he understood the currency in full, but because he understood that this was a door opening. “Is that good?” he asked before he could stop himself.

Lisa’s mouth twitched, and she looked down at him with something warm in her eyes. “That’s enough to buy a decent meal every day of the week,” she said enthusiastically, “and still have more than a couple silvers left over.”

The idea landed in Velrik’s stomach like a stone and a spark at once. A decent meal every day and still have plenty of money left over. The certainty of it was almost too large to hold.

Mira clapped her hands together, breaking the moment before it grew too heavy. “Good. That’s settled. Now, we’re in need of some decent clothing. Think you can help us out?”

Beth’s smile returned fully, and she moved with renewed energy, reaching for a stack of papers from a nearby shelf. “I have plenty of designs,” she said, tapping the pages into order with quick, practiced motions. “You can choose from these, or we can adjust if you want something specific.”

Velrik climbed onto a nearby chair—the wood cool beneath his paws—and settled himself where he could see the table without being pressed between taller bodies. From there, the room unfolded in layers: bolts of cloth stacked in orderly columns, bundles of thread hanging like small nests of color, a measuring tape draped over a hook. Beth spread the papers out, and each page held hand-drawn styles of clothing, lines neat and confident, small notes scribbled in the margins. She gestured up toward garments hanging from beams above as examples—shirts, dresses, and coats in muted colors, stitched cleanly, some patched carefully to a renewed state.

Dain and Joren gravitated toward the simplest designs without much discussion, choosing work clothes that looked sturdy and practical, thicker cloth that could survive soot and mud without falling apart. Dain ran his fingers over a sleeve, testing the fabric between thumb and forefinger, and Velrik saw approval settle into his heavy features. Joren held up a shirt before nodding once, choosing something he knew would be soiled quickly.

Mira and Lisa paused longer at a rack of sundresses hung along a wall, fingers brushing fabric lightly, as if allowing themselves to imagine warmth and color beyond winter. Mira’s eyes lingered on a pale green that reminded Velrik of new leaves, while Lisa studied a muted red, her expression softening with quiet longing. They settled on simpler clothing for now—basic pieces in light red and green tones that would keep them warm, choices that spoke of restraint and practicality.

When the decisions were made, Lisa hesitated, hands clasped in front of her as she looked at Beth. “Would it be alright if I make Velrik some clothes when I have time? I don’t have any sewing materials of my own.”

Beth’s answer came quickly, warm with genuine interest. “That’s fine. Use what you need. And I’d be willing to help too.” Her gaze slid to Velrik again, this time without surprise, only curiosity. “It’s a good chance to make something different.”

Velrik’s ears flicked, uncertain whether he liked the idea of them designing his clothing; though, he didn’t know the first thing about clothing design himself.

Beth offered them a discount without much prompting, scribbling numbers on a scrap of paper and waving away Mira’s immediate protest. Velrik watched as Lisa drew out the pouch and counted out six silver coins with careful fingers. The coins made a soft, pleasant sound as they touched the counter, and Velrik’s eyes followed them with an instinct he didn’t bother to hide. Silver meant food and shelter now, not just the secret thrill of theft, and each coin leaving the pouch made the future feel both more real and more fragile.

“It’ll take a few days,” Beth said, gathering the design papers and stacking them neatly. Then she paused, eyes flicking to Lisa, and corrected herself with a small smile. “Actually... maybe not that long with your help.”

Velrik sat on the chair and let his legs dangle, the ache in his calves finally easing. His ears twitched forward and back as Mira and Beth kept talking—voices overlapping in the easy way of people who had known one another in another life. He watched Mira’s posture shift as she spoke, shoulders loosening, hands moving more freely, laughter slipping out in short bursts that sounded like it belonged to her in a way it hadn’t at the manor. It was a simple thing—two friends catching up—but Velrik felt something else in his chest ease at the sight, as if the world had briefly proven it could be kind.

Beth was telling a story when she glanced toward him again, her expression bright with a memory she didn’t seem to mind sharing. “Mira would play her lute in taverns all over Rhinesburg,” she said, the name rolling off her tongue like a place she could still taste. “Always swore she could talk a room into paying her double if she smiled and sang the right song.”

The word snagged in Velrik’s mind.

Rhinesburg.

His ears snapped forward as he remembered the map that hung on the wall in Veldoran’s office—inked lines forming borders and rivers, a cluster of names written in careful script. He saw it as if the map were still under his eyes: western Rhenmark marked by rivers and roads, and Rhinesburg sitting there like a dot that mattered. He didn’t know why it mattered, but the fact that he recognized it made the world feel suddenly larger and more connected than it had a moment before, threads running between places he’d never seen and people he now sat beside.

Velrik sat still on the chair, legs swinging and ears angled forward, as he listened to Beth and Mira’s stories—normal lives in cities far away, untouched by servitude. He let the words settle over him, as if ready to start his own journey.

As the conversations wound down, Mira’s gaze drifted across the shop. Her eyes caught on something hanging near the back wall—a small rack of children’s garments tucked between bolts of heavier fabric. She crossed the room without a word, fingers brushing past tiny shirts and patched trousers until they settled on a cloak.

It was simple in construction, the wool a muted gray-brown that would blend easily into a crowd. The fabric was sturdy but not stiff, and the hood was deep enough to shadow a face without swallowing it entirely. Mira lifted it from the rack and turned it over in her hands, examining the stitching at the shoulders and the way the clasp had been reinforced with extra thread.

“Beth,” she called over her shoulder, “how much for this?”

Beth looked up from her papers and squinted toward the cloak. “That one? Twenty Cen. It’s been sitting there for months—made it for a customer who never came back for it.”

Mira nodded and carried the cloak back toward where Velrik still sat on his chair, legs dangling. She held it up in front of him, measuring it against his frame with a critical eye.

“Stand up,” she said. “Let’s see if this fits.”

Velrik stood up in the chair, uncertain. “I don’t really need one. I have fur.”

Mira draped it over his shoulders anyway, her fingers quick and sure as she fastened the clasp at his chest. The fabric settled around him, heavier than he expected but not uncomfortable. It fell past his knees and just over his ankles, high enough to stay off the ground, but low enough to hide him.

Mira reached up and pulled the hood forward, tugging it into place over his head. The fabric pressed against his ears, folding them down slightly, and Velrik’s face scrunched at the unfamiliar sensation. His ears wanted to swivel, to track sound the way they always did, but the hood held them close to his skull.

“How does that feel?” Mira asked, stepping back to look at him.

Velrik tilted his head, trying to adjust to the pressure. “Strange,” he admitted. “It sits on my ears.”

“You’ll get used to it.” Mira’s voice softened, losing some of its usual playfulness. “But this might help keep people from staring so much. If they can’t see you right away, they might just look right past you.”

He understood what she meant. The cloak created a barrier between him and the world, a thin layer of fabric that felt like more than it was. He pulled the hood forward a little further, letting the shadow deepen around his muzzle, and found that he could still see well enough. The edges of his vision were narrowed but not blocked.

“It’s not perfect,” Mira continued, “but it’s something. And something is better than nothing.”

Joren had come closer, watching the exchange with quiet approval. “She’s right,” he said. “People will see what they expect to see. If you look like just another child in a cloak, most of them won’t look twice.”

Velrik’s fingers found the edge of the hood and tugged it slightly, testing how much movement it allowed. His ears pressed flat against his head, uncomfortable but bearable. He took a breath and let it out slowly.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll try it.”

Mira grinned and ruffled the top of the hood, her hand landing where his ears would have been. “That’s the spirit.” She turned back to Beth and fished a few coins from her pouch. “We’ll take it.”
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They said their goodbyes at the door, Beth embracing Mira one more time with a promise to see her again soon. Lisa confirmed she would return the next morning to begin work, and Beth nodded with evident relief, her shoulders loosening as though a weight she had been carrying alone had finally been shared. Then they were back on the street, the bell chiming behind them as the door swung shut, its bright sound swallowed almost immediately by the noise of the city beyond.

The air outside felt different now that Velrik wore the cloak. The cold breeze no longer slipped under his fur on occasion, and the hood created a small pocket of warmth around his head and neck that hadn’t been there before. He walked between Lisa and Mira, matching their pace as best he could on the uneven cobblestones, and tried to settle into the strange new sensation of being partially hidden.

The stares and whispers were fewer. He noticed it almost immediately—the way eyes slid past him rather than catching, the way heads no longer turned. He was still small, still unusual in the way he moved, but the cloak transformed him into something closer to ordinary. A child. Someone not worth a second glance in a city full of people who had their own concerns to attend to.

His shoulders began to loosen. His tail, partially hidden beneath the cloak, uncurled slightly from where it had been pressed against his leg. He could breathe without feeling watched, without the constant prickle of attention crawling across his fur.

But the hood was still strange. Every time a cart rattled past or a voice rose sharply nearby, his ears strained against the fabric, trying to turn toward the source. The instinct was so deeply ingrained that fighting it required conscious effort, a constant small battle between what his body wanted to do and what the hood would allow. The muffled quality of sound made him feel like Beth with her poor sight. He kept tilting his head, trying to compensate, adjusting the angle of his skull to catch sounds that came from unexpected directions.

More than once he stumbled on an uneven cobblestone because his attention had been split between listening and walking. Each time, Lisa’s hand would brush against his shoulder or Mira would slow her pace just enough for him to stay between them, small gestures of support that asked nothing in return.

“You’re doing fine,” Lisa murmured after the third stumble.

He nodded but didn’t answer. The adjustment would take time. He understood that. For now, the hood was a gift—a small protection in a place that offered few—and he would learn to wear it the way he had learned to wear everything else this world had given him.

They continued through the market district, moving at an easier pace now that the urgency of their earlier errands had faded. The morning had stretched into something closer to midday, the sun climbing higher behind its veil of thin clouds, and the streets had grown busier as more people emerged to conduct their daily business. Mira led them down a side street where the stalls grew denser, their awnings nearly touching overhead, creating a tunnel of commerce that smelled of spices, leather, and something sweet that Velrik couldn’t identify.

The crowd here was thicker than it had been before, bodies pressing close as people haggled, argued, and laughed. Vendors called out their wares in competing voices, each trying to be heard over the others. Velrik kept to the edges of the group, letting the others carve a path while he watched.

His eyes moved constantly beneath the shadow of his hood, tracking hands and faces, noting the way people moved through the space. Some walked with purpose, their gazes fixed ahead, their bodies angled toward destinations only they could see. Others lingered, drifting from stall to stall with the unhurried patience of those who had nowhere particular to be. A few stood apart from the flow entirely, watching the crowd the way Velrik did—and those were the ones his attention snagged on.

He had learned, in the manor, to read the shape of danger before it announced itself. To notice when someone’s movements didn’t match the rhythm around them. To feel the wrongness in a room before he could name it. Those instincts had kept him alive through years of navigating spaces that belonged to others, and they stirred now as his gaze swept across the market, sorting and cataloging without conscious direction.

That was when he saw the man.

He was unremarkable at first glance—tattered cloak, hunched shoulders, the kind of figure that blended into any crowd. His face was partially hidden by a hood not unlike Velrik’s own, and his hands were tucked into his sleeves as though warding off the cold. But something about the way he moved drew Velrik’s attention and held it.

The man drifted through the press of bodies with a smoothness that didn’t belong. He never quite touched anyone, never quite collided with the shoulders and elbows that jostled everyone else. His path curved and wound through the crowd like water finding gaps in stone, and his eyes—Velrik caught a glimpse of them as the man turned his head—were not watching where he was going. They were watching the people around him.

Velrik’s body went still.

The noise of the market seemed to fade, pushed to the edges of his awareness as his senses narrowed and sharpened. His ears pressed harder against the hood, straining to catch any sound that might matter. His nose twitched, trying to separate the man’s scent from the overwhelming wash of bodies and food and smoke that filled the air. His eyes tracked the figure’s movements with an intensity that felt almost predatory, the same focus he had once used to watch guards patrol the manor’s corridors, learning their patterns, waiting for the moments when they looked away.

The man’s path curved toward a merchant nearby who stood behind a table piled high with jars of preserved fruit. The merchant was distracted, arguing prices with a woman who held a jar up to the light, turning it this way and that while she complained about the color of the contents. His belt pouch hung heavy at his hip, the leather worn soft with use, its drawstring loose enough that the opening gaped slightly.

Velrik watched the thief’s hand emerge from his sleeve.

The motion was quick—practiced—the kind of movement that came from doing something so many times it no longer required thought. Fingers curled around the pouch’s drawstring and tugged it free in a single fluid gesture, the leather sliding away from the merchant’s belt without so much as a whisper of resistance. The merchant didn’t notice. The woman didn’t notice. The people pressing past on either side didn’t notice.

No one noticed except Velrik.

His heart was pounding now, blood rushing in his ears, his body caught between the urge to act and the instinct to stay hidden. He knew what it meant to be small in a world built for larger bodies. He knew the danger of drawing attention, of making himself visible when invisibility was the only armor he had. But the merchant’s face was open and honest, his voice loud with the particular frustration of someone who believed in fairness, and the thief was already turning away, already slipping back into the crowd with stolen coin clutched in his fist.

Velrik acted before the decision finished forming, before the man disappeared from sight.

“Hey, he took your pouch!” The words burst from him, louder than he intended, cutting through the market noise like a blade striking stone.

Several heads turned. The thief’s among them. Their eyes met—surprise flashing across the man’s face, replaced almost instantly by something harder—and then the thief was running, shoving through the crowd with desperate speed, his careful posture abandoned in favor of flight.

The merchant’s hand flew to his belt, finding empty air where his pouch had been. Color drained from his face as understanding crashed over him. “Thief!” he shouted, his voice cracking with panic. “Guards! Someone stop him!”

The crowd stirred and parted— people who did not want to get involved—bodies pressing back against stalls and walls as the commotion spread outward in ripples. Velrik stood frozen in the gap that had opened around him, his heart hammering against his ribs, suddenly uncertain whether he had just made a terrible mistake.

Two watchmen in leather and steel had been standing near a cross-street, their conversation interrupted by the merchant’s cry. Their heads turned toward the sound, and their eyes found the fleeing figure almost immediately—a man running through a crowd that had stopped moving, as obvious as a fox breaking from cover across an open field.

The guards gave chase without hesitation, their boots striking cobblestones in heavy rhythm, their voices rising in commands that scattered the remaining bystanders from their path. Velrik watched them go, his gaze tracking their movements the way it had tracked the thief’s. The way the lead guard’s hand went to his belt, fingers closing around a wooden club. The way the second guard angled to cut off the thief’s escape, anticipating the turn before it happened.

The thief rounded a corner at the end of the street, his cloak billowing behind him, and for a moment Velrik thought he might escape. But another pair of guards had been approaching from the opposite direction, drawn by the shouting, and they blocked the narrow alley with their bodies and their drawn weapons.

The thief tried to stop, tried to turn the other way, but his momentum carried him forward and he collided with the first guard’s outstretched arm. The impact was solid and immediate, the sound of it reaching Velrik’s ears even through the hood’s muffling fabric. The man went down hard, his knees striking cobblestones, and before he could recover the guards were on him—hands seizing his arms, wrenching them behind his back, forcing his face toward the ground.

Coins spilled from the stolen pouch, scattering across the street in a bright cascade of copper and silver. They rang against the stones like small bells, rolling and spinning before coming to rest in the gaps between cobbles. One of the guards knelt to gather them while the others held the thief in place, and Velrik watched the whole scene unfold with a strange detachment, as though he were seeing it from very far away.

The merchant pushed past him, nearly knocking Velrik aside in his haste to reach the guards. His face had gone from pale to flushed, relief and anger warring for dominance as he pointed at the thief and demanded justice. One of the guards held up the recovered pouch, and the merchant snatched it from his hand, clutching it to his chest as though afraid it might vanish again.

Then the merchant turned, his eyes scanning the crowd, searching for something. His gaze swept past Velrik once, twice, before finally settling on the small hooded figure standing apart from the press of bodies.

“You,” the merchant said, stepping closer. His voice was still rough with the aftermath of panic, but there was something else beneath it now—something that might have been gratitude. “Was that you? The one who shouted?”

Velrik hesitated and dipped his head. His instincts screamed at him to deny it, to shake his head and slip away into the crowd before anyone could look too closely. But the merchant’s eyes were on him, and the people nearby were watching, and the lie felt too heavy to speak. His mouth opened, but no words came out.

Dain stepped forward before Velrik could decide what to say, his broad frame moving between them with the easy confidence of someone who had spent a lifetime taking up space. “Aye, it was him,” the dwarf said, his voice carrying clearly across the gap. He laid a hand on Velrik’s shoulder, the weight of it grounding and protective at once. “Sharp eyes on the lad. Spotted your thief before anyone else did.”

“Sharp eyes indeed,” the merchant said. He let out a breath that was almost a laugh, shaking his head as though he couldn’t quite believe what had happened. He reached into his coat—not the recovered pouch, but a separate pocket—and pulled out a silver coin. The metal caught the light as he held it out toward Velrik. “For your trouble. That pouch had most of my earnings for the week.”

Velrik lifted his hand to accept the coin, and the merchant’s eyes caught on his fingers—the fur, the pads, the claws that curved gently at the tips. The man’s expression shifted, confusion flickering across his features as he tried to reconcile what he was seeing with what he had expected. His gaze rose to Velrik’s face, trying to peer beneath the shadow of the hood.

“I don’t know what you are,” the merchant said slowly, the words careful and measured. “But I’m glad you caught that pickpocket.” He pressed the coin into Velrik’s palm and closed his fingers around it, his grip firm but not unkind. “Keep your eyes sharp, whatever you are. The city could use more like you.”

Then he turned and returned to his stall, leaving Velrik standing there with silver in his hand and uncertainty coiling in his chest.

Mira appeared at his side a moment later, her expression caught between amusement and approval. “Nice catch,” she said, nudging him with her elbow.

Joren was grinning when he joined them. “Didn’t think you’d be the one making friends today.”

Velrik stared at the coin, its weight strange and unfamiliar in his palm despite all the silver he had stolen and hidden away over the years. This was different. This was given freely. Strangers thanking him was not something he knew how to hold.

They moved away from the scene slowly, letting the crowd reform around them, letting the excitement fade back into the ordinary rhythm of market business. Velrik walked in silence, the silver coin tucked safely into his pocket, its presence a constant small weight against his leg. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he had done something dangerous—that drawing attention, even for a good reason, was a risk he shouldn’t have taken.

The thief’s face kept surfacing in his memory. The surprise in his eyes when their gazes met. The hardness that had replaced it. What if the man had turned to attack him? What if he had friends in the crowd, people who had seen Velrik’s face beneath the hood, people who might remember him later?

But the merchant had been grateful. The guards had caught the thief. And no one had looked at him with suspicion or fear.

Maybe it was alright.

The thought didn’t quite settle, but it didn’t press as hard as it had before.

Lisa’s hand found his shoulder, squeezing gently. “You did good, Vel.”

He nodded, though the worry remained, curled in the corner of his mind where many such things lived.

They continued through the market, their pace slower now. The sun had climbed higher, and the thin clouds that had muted its light were beginning to break apart, letting shafts of brightness fall across the street in shifting patterns. The air had warmed slightly, and the smells of the market had changed as vendors began preparing midday meals over small braziers and portable stoves.

“Let’s find something to eat,” Lisa suggested, nodding toward an open-air eatery where wooden benches lined the side of a stone building. A few patrons hunched over steaming bowls, their conversation low and unhurried. “We can figure out what to do next while we rest.”

No one argued. Velrik’s legs had begun to ache again from the constant adjustment to cobblestones, and his ears were sore from pressing against the hood for so long. He climbed onto a bench and let his paws dangle, the relief of sitting spreading through his muscles in slow waves.

Lisa fished out a single silver and they all shared a simple meal: thick bread, hearty stew, and warm cider for the adults. The food was warm and filling, seasoned with herbs that Velrik couldn’t name but found himself enjoying. He ate slowly, savoring each bite the way he had learned to do that morning.

The conversation around him was quiet and comfortable, voices rising and falling without urgency. Mira told a story about a tavern in Rhinesburg where she had once played for three days straight during a festival, earning enough coin to live on for a month. Joren asked questions about the city, about the places they had seen, about what might be worth exploring later.

Velrik let the words wash over him, not quite participating but not quite apart either. He watched the other patrons around them—a man with ink-stained fingers who ate with one hand while writing with the other, a woman who kept glancing toward the street as though waiting for someone, a pair of laborers whose laughter boomed across the space whenever one of them finished a joke. Ordinary people living ordinary lives. He wondered what that felt like.

When the meal was finished and the bowls scraped clean, they rose and continued on. The market district gave way gradually to quieter streets as they walked, the stalls thinning and the buildings growing taller, their faces less decorated.

Mira led them to a notice board nailed to the side of a building, its surface covered with parchments of various sizes and states of decay. She scanned the postings with a critical eye, her fingers brushing past announcements and advertisements until she found the ones that mattered.

“Stable work, errand running, general labor,” she muttered, her voice flat with disappointment. “Nothing flashy, but there is work.”

Joren rubbed the back of his neck with a grimace. “Nothing here for me.”

Mira grinned at him. “What, don’t want to shovel horse dung anymore?”

He groaned. “I was hoping for something more exciting... but a job is a job I guess.”

They moved on, the streets growing quieter still as they left the commercial district behind. Houses leaned against one another here, their upper stories jutting out over narrow lanes, their windows shuttered against the cold. Smoke rose from chimneys in thin gray threads, and the smell of cooking food drifted from doorways, mingling with the sharper scents of woodsmoke and damp stone.

Velrik walked in silence, his attention drifting between the buildings around them and the thoughts that still circled in his mind. The silver coin pressed against his leg with each step, a reminder of what had happened, of the choice he had made without thinking. He wondered if he would make the same choice again.

The sound reached him before he consciously registered it—a distant, rhythmic clanging that cut through the quiet of the residential street. Metal striking metal, over and over, steady and sure. His ears twitched beneath the hood, straining toward the source despite the fabric that held them down.

Dain’s head turned in the same direction soon after, his stride slowing as he listened. Something shifted in his expression, a spark of interest that hadn’t been there before.

“You hear that?” he asked, though the question seemed directed more at himself than anyone else.

They walked on, and the sound grew louder, clearer. The clang of hammer on anvil, unmistakable now, accompanied by the hiss of hot metal meeting water and the low roar of a forge fire being fed. The street curved ahead, and as they rounded the bend, a building came into view—stout stone walls set between two larger wooden structures, a chimney puffing thin wisps of smoke, doors thrown open to reveal the orange glow of coals within.

Dain stopped walking. His eyes fixed on the forge with an intensity that Velrik recognized, the same focus he had seen in the dwarf’s face when he worked with his hands.

“Finally,” Dain said, the word quiet but carrying weight. “Something worth looking at.”

Mira caught his expression and grinned. “Go on, then. We’ll keep walking.”

Dain was already moving toward the forge, his stride purposeful, his shoulders squared. “Meet me back at the inn,” he called over his shoulder. “If I’m lucky, I’ll be earning coin by tomorrow.”

“Try not to scare the blacksmith,” Mira called after him.

Dain grunted in response and disappeared into the forge’s warmth, the sound of hammer on anvil swallowing him whole.

With one less among them, the remaining group continued through the quieter streets. The city revealed itself in layers here—shops giving way to taverns, taverns yielding to residential lanes where wooden houses leaned against one another like old friends sheltering from the wind. Velrik clung to the edges of the group, his keen eyes darting between doorways and alleys, mentally mapping escape routes without consciously deciding to.
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The afternoon stretched on, unhurried and warm despite the winter chill. They paused now and then to admire the wares displayed in shop windows—Mira lingering at an instrument maker’s shop, her eyes tracing the curves of lutes and lyres with naked longing; Lisa studying a tailor’s display with quiet appreciation; Joren examining a leather belt lined with pouches before scoffing at the price the merchant called out.

They made their way back to the inn as evening settled over the city, the light fading from gold to crimson. The day had been long, and though their pockets lighter, something had shifted. The sense that tomorrow would bring more than just another day of waiting.

The inn’s common room greeted them with warmth and the familiar smell of cooking meat. Velrik pushed back his hood as they stepped inside, his ears lifting gratefully as the pressure released, swiveling forward to catch the sounds of the space—the crackle of the hearth, the murmur of conversation, the clink of tankards and the scrape of wooden spoons against bowls. The room was busier than it had been that morning, patrons filling the tables in loose clusters.

Velrik’s gaze swept across the room out of habit, cataloging faces and positions, noting the exits and the shadows between them. His attention caught on a figure seated alone at a table near the bar, and for a moment he didn’t recognize what he was seeing.

Lucien Dreymont sat casually, a plate of food before him and a tankard at his elbow. His coat was simpler than the one Velrik had seen him wear at the manor—darker, less ornamented, the kind of garment that would blend into a crowd rather than stand apart from it. His posture was relaxed in a way that seemed almost foreign, shoulders loose, one hand resting on the table while the other lifted a piece of bread to his mouth.

Velrik realized with a small jolt of surprise that he looked like someone who belonged here. Like someone who came to this inn regularly, who knew the innkeeper by name, who had a usual seat and a usual meal. Not like a newly appointed Count at all.

Lucien turned his head as if sensing their presence, and his eyes found them across the room. A small smile crossed his face—not the measured, careful expression Velrik had grown accustomed to, but something closer to genuine warmth. He lifted a hand and waved them over, the gesture casual and unhurried.

He had seen Lucien in many contexts over the years—bent over ledgers in the manor’s study, moving through corridors with quiet purpose, standing beside soldiers as Veldoran was dragged away in chains. But he had never seen him like this. Never seen him at ease. The contrast was almost unsettling, as though Velrik had caught a glimpse of something he wasn’t supposed to see.

Lisa led the way toward Lucien’s table, and the others followed. Mira’s eyebrows had climbed toward her hairline, and even Joren looked uncertain, as though the rules of interaction had suddenly changed and no one had thought to inform them.

Lucien turned on his bench to face them as they approached, one arm resting along the table’s edge. “Good evening,” he said, his voice carrying none of the formal weight it had held during their last encounter. “I was wondering when you might return.”

“Cou—,” Lisa began, but Lucien waved a hand as if brushing the title aside.

“Lucien,” he corrected. “Here, at least. Trudy doesn’t stand on ceremony, and neither do I when I’m eating her fare.” He gestured toward the empty seats at his table. “Sit, if you’d like. I won’t keep you long.”

They settled onto the benches around the table, the wood creaking beneath their weight. Velrik chose a spot at the end where he could watch both Lucien and the room beyond, his ears angled forward despite his effort to appear relaxed.

“How are you finding your stay?” Lucien asked, his gaze moving across each of them in turn. “The room is adequate, I hope?”

Lisa nodded. “More than adequate. We’re grateful for the arrangement.”

“Good.” Lucien took a sip from his tankard and set it down again. “And your plans? Have you had time to consider what comes next?”

“I found work,” Lisa said, and there was a quiet pride in her voice that Velrik hadn’t heard before. “A seamstress named Beth—she’s an old friend of Mira’s. She offered me a position in her shop.”

Lucien’s expression warmed with something that looked like approval. “That’s good news,” he said. “Steady work is harder to find than most people realize.”

Mira leaned forward, her elbows bracing against the table. “Dain went to speak with a blacksmith about employment. He seemed confident he’d have something by tomorrow.”

“A blacksmith?” Lucien’s interest sharpened slightly, his head tilting in a way that reminded Velrik of how he himself listened when something caught his attention. “Which one? There are several in the city.”

“Just outside the residential district,” Joren offered. “Stone building between two wooden ones. Had a forge out front with the doors open.”

Lucien nodded slowly, as if placing the description on a map in his mind. “Aldric’s shop, most likely. He’s a good man—fair, from what I remember.”

The conversation paused as Lucien’s gaze shifted to Velrik. The assessment was subtle but unmistakable—eyes moving across his face, his posture, the way his ears sat and his hands rested on the table. Velrik felt the weight of it and resisted the urge to look away, meeting Lucien’s gaze with a steadiness he didn’t entirely feel.

“And you?” Lucien asked quietly. “How are you finding the city?”

The question was simple, but something in Lucien’s tone suggested he was asking about more than geography. Velrik considered his answer carefully, aware of the others listening, aware of the coin still pressed against his leg and the memory of the thief’s eyes meeting his across the crowded market.

“It’s loud,” he said at last. “And busy. But It’s okay and I’m learning to get used to it.”

Lucien studied him for a moment longer, then nodded once, as if satisfied with whatever he had seen. “Learning is good. The city rewards those who pay attention.” He turned back to the group, his manner shifting into something more businesslike, though the ease in his posture remained. “There’s something else I wanted to discuss with you all. I’ve been making inquiries about housing.”

Lisa straightened, her attention sharpening. “Housing?”

“The inn is a temporary solution,” Lucien said. “Comfortable enough, but not sustainable. You’ll need somewhere more permanent if you’re going to build lives here.” He reached for his tankard again, turning it slowly between his fingers. “I know some people in the city—landlords, property managers, people who owe me favors or would simply prefer to stay in my good graces. I’ve asked them to keep an eye out for something suitable. A house you could rent, somewhere with enough space for all of you, in a decent part of the city.”

The words settled over the table like a gift too large to hold. Velrik watched Lisa’s face as she processed what Lucien was saying—the way her eyes widened slightly, the way her hands tightened in her lap.

“That’s...” She stopped, swallowed, tried again. “That’s very generous, Lucien. But we don’t have enough money yet, and I’m not sure what we could afford.”

Lucien waved a hand. “Let me worry about that for now. The goal is to find something reasonable—not luxurious, but livable. Somewhere you can make your own.” His gaze moved across them again, lingering briefly on each face. “You’ve earned a fresh start. I’d like to help you find the ground to build it on.”

Lisa’s voice was thick when she spoke again. “Thank you. Truly.”

Lucien inclined his head, accepting the gratitude without making a performance of it. “I’ll send word when I have something concrete. In the meantime, focus on your work. Establish yourselves. The rest will follow.”

He turned back to his meal then, the conversation clearly concluded, and the dismissal was gentle enough that it didn’t feel like one. Velrik slid off the bench and followed the others toward the stairs, his mind turning over what he had heard.

A house. A place of their own. The idea was too large to fit inside his head, too distant from anything he had ever imagined for himself. He had spent so long learning to survive in spaces that belonged to others—cages and ships and manor rooms, places where his presence was tolerated rather than welcomed. The thought of having somewhere that was theirs, somewhere they could close the door and know that no one would come to take it away, made something ache in his chest that he couldn’t name.

They climbed the stairs and made their way to their room. The lock clicked and the door opened, the familiar creak of floorboards beneath their feet and Velrik’s paws was a strange comfort after the day’s long wandering. The fire had burned down in their absence, and Lisa moved immediately to stoke it with a couple logs nearby, adding kindling and coaxing the flames back to life while the others settled into their usual places.

“Well,” Mira said, breaking the silence that had followed them up the stairs, “that was unexpected.”

Joren nodded slowly. “Didn’t think we’d see him here. Doesn’t seem like the kind of place he would spend his evenings.”

Velrik settled near the growing flame, letting the warmth seep into his fur. He thought about Lucien’s face as he had waved them over—the ease in his expression, the absence of the careful mask he had worn at the manor. He thought about the way Lucien had looked at him, assessing and thoughtful, as if measuring something that couldn’t be seen.

They talked as they waited for Dain, the conversation drifting into comfortable silence and then into quiet speculation about what news the dwarf might return with. Mira practiced fingerings on her lute, her hands moving through patterns that Velrik watched without understanding. Joren stretched out on his bed and stared at the ceiling, occasionally offering comments that no one felt obligated to answer. Lisa sat near the fire with Velrik, poking at the coals every so often.

Velrik listened to them all, his ears swiveling lazily from voice to voice, and let the sounds of their presence wash over him. A peaceful moment after a day full of new and stressful experiences.

When Dain finally arrived, his face was flushed from the forge’s heat, and his hands were still streaked with soot despite obvious efforts to clean them. He grinned as he stepped through the door, the expression transforming his usually stern features into something almost boyish.

“I start tomorrow,” he announced.

The room erupted into congratulations and questions, voices overlapping as everyone tried to speak at once. Dain answered as best he could, describing the blacksmith—a man named Aldric, as Lucien had guessed—the work he would be doing, and the wages he had been promised. His voice carried a satisfaction that Velrik recognized, the particular pleasure of finding a place where one’s skills were valued.

When the excitement had settled, they made their way back down to the common room for dinner. Lucien was gone, his table now occupied by a pair of merchants arguing over the price of grain, and the room had grown busier as the evening deepened. They found a table near the hearth, ordered food, and ate together as the noise of the inn rose and fell around them.

Velrik ate slowly as usual, savoring each bite, his gaze drifting across the room as his thoughts wandered. The silver coin pressed against his leg still. The memory of the merchant’s gratitude sat warm in his chest beside the lingering unease of having drawn attention.

The promise of a house, somewhere in the city, waited like a distant light on a dark road.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. New choices.

But tonight, there was warmth, food, and the sound of familiar voices.

Velrik let his eyes close for a moment, letting the sounds of the inn wash over him as he ate, and allowed himself to think that maybe—just maybe—things would get better.
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Chapter 6
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A deep, resonant tone rolled through the early morning air, rattling the wooden shutters at the far end of the room. Velrik’s eyes snapped open. His ears swiveled forward, rigid and searching, while his body tensed beneath the thin blanket. The second toll echoed through the streets outside, vibrating in his chest, and he was already moving—legs swinging over the edge of the bed, claws scraping wood as he scrambled toward the window.

His heart hammered against his ribs. The sound was foreign. He didn’t know what it meant, only that it had pulled him from sleep and demanded attention, and his body had already responded before his mind could catch up.

He climbed onto the table beneath the shutters, his padded fingers fumbling with the latch. The third toll vibrated through the opening and into his bones as he pushed the shutters open and peered outside, ears straining forward so hard the muscles at their base ached.

Morning light met his eyes, pale and soft through a thin veil of mist. The street below moved as it always did—merchants setting up their stalls with unhurried movements, a woman sweeping her doorstep with long, rhythmic strokes, a pair of children chasing each other between the legs of passersby. No fire. No guards running with weapons drawn. No shouts of alarm or screams of panic.

The bell rang a fourth time, and Velrik finally traced the sound to its source: a stone tower rising above the rooftops to the northeast, its silhouette dark against the brightening sky. He could see the bell now, swinging in its housing, catching a sliver of light before disappearing into shadow again. The motion repeated, steady and deliberate, and with each swing another toll rolled outward across the city.

His shoulders loosened by degrees. His tail, which had bushed out without his noticing, slowly settled against his leg.

“It’s just the morning bell,” a tired voice said from behind him.

Velrik turned to see Mira sitting up in her bed across the room, her dark hair tangled from sleep, one hand rubbing at her eyes. She watched him with a look of amusement, her expression soft in the way it sometimes got when she caught him reacting to things nobody else thought twice about.

“The church rings it every Zhaalday morning,” she continued, her voice still thick with drowsiness. “Calls people to prayer, reminds them to rest and reflect. Most of the people here are the devout sort, who want to be first through the temple doors.”

Velrik’s ears flicked back, pressing flat against his skull for a moment before slowly rising again. He hadn’t known. The sound had come out of nowhere, loud and intrusive, and his body had reacted the way it always did when something unexpected shattered the quiet. He quickly shut out the cold before climbing down from the table and returning to his bed, sitting on the edge of the mattress with his tail curled around his legs.

“It rings every week?” he asked.

Mira nodded, pulling her blanket higher around her shoulders. “Every Zhaalday morning, without fail. Happens in every city with a church big enough to have a bell tower.” She yawned, stretching her arms above her head until her shoulders popped. “You’ll get used to it eventually.”

Velrik twiddled with the fur on his tail, feeling the heat that crawled into his ears.

“Go back to sleep if you can,” she added, settling back against her pillow. “No one’s going anywhere for a while. That’s the whole point of the day.”

Velrik didn’t lie back down. Instead, he sat with his hands resting on his knees, watching the pale light creep further into the room through the gap in the shutters. The bell had stopped ringing now, its final toll fading into the ordinary sounds of the city waking around them.

Dain snored softly from his bed near the door, his beard rising and falling with each breath. Joren lay sprawled on his back, one arm dangling over the side of the mattress, his mouth slightly open. Lisa’s bed was empty, the blankets folded neatly at the foot—she must have risen earlier, though he hadn’t heard her leave. That wasn’t unusual. Lisa moved quietly when she wanted to, her footsteps careful and deliberate, habits learned through years of navigating spaces where being noticed could mean being punished.
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The week had passed in a strange, uneven blur.

Each morning, Velrik had watched the others dress and prepare for their new jobs, their movements growing more purposeful as the days went on. Dain left first, always before the sun fully rose, heading to the smithy where he had found work. His footsteps were heavy on the stairs, but he moved with a kind of energy that Velrik rarely saw in him—the satisfaction of having somewhere to be, someone willing to pay for his skills.

Mira followed not long after, slinging her satchel over her shoulder as she set off to run messages across the city. She complained about the pay and the weather and the endless stairs she had to climb, but there was a brightness in her eyes when she returned each evening that told a different story.

Joren grumbled but went, trudging toward the stables where he mucked stalls for coin. He came back smelling of horses and hay, his clothes streaked with dirt, and his hands rough from work. But he ate well at dinner and slept soundly through the night, and Velrik thought that maybe the grumbling was just something Joren did, a habit rather than a genuine complaint.

Lisa left last, eagerly walking towards a job she truly enjoyed. She returned with fabric samples sometimes, holding them up to the window light and explaining the differences between linen and wool, cotton and silk. Velrik listened because that was all he could do, and because the sound of her voice helped fill the silence everyone left behind.

The room felt larger when it was empty. He had paced its edges those first few fruitless days, restless and uncertain, his tail flicking with each lap around the cramped space. The walls pressed in. The silence made his ears ache. He wasn’t used to stillness, to waiting, to having nothing demanded of him. For five years, every moment had been filled with tasks and duties and the constant awareness of someone watching. Now the hours stretched before him like an empty road, and he didn’t know how to walk it.

Lucien visited on the third day.

The half-elf arrived in the early afternoon, before the light through the window had turned golden. He appeared at the door without warning, his clothes finely tailored, his posture straight and composed. His chestnut hair fell past his collar, longer than most men wore it, and his brown eyes moved across the room with quiet assessment before settling on Velrik. He looked as out of place in the modest inn room as a silk ribbon on a burlap sack.

“I brought you something,” Lucien had said, reaching into his coat and withdrawing a slim volume. The cover was faded, the spine cracked, the pages yellowed with age. He pressed it into Velrik’s hands without ceremony. “Something to occupy your time.”

Velrik turned it over, examining the simple binding, running his padded fingers across the worn leather. The title was stamped into the cover: The Tale of the Wandering Knight. He flipped through the pages—an epic story, the kind of book older children might read when they were learning to handle longer tales. It’s words were simple, compared to what he already knew, but it helped the week pass.

“I tried to find work,” Velrik told him, his voice quiet. “No one would take me.”

He had spent two days gathering his courage before walking the streets near the inn, approaching shops and stalls, asking if they needed help. The responses had varied in their kindness, but not in their meaning. Some had simply turned away. Others had stared at him with sharp expressions—curiosity, wariness, and sometimes something colder that made his fur prickle. A few had spoken to him directly, their words polite but firm.

We’re not hiring.

We don’t need help.

You should try somewhere else.

One man had laughed. Not cruelly, exactly, but with a surprise that felt worse than cruelty. “A fox looking for work?” he’d said, as if the idea itself was absurd. “What next, a slave demanding wages?”

Velrik hadn’t told the others about that. He had simply returned to the inn and sat by the window, watching the street below, the words turning over in his mind until they wore smooth and lost their sharpest edges. Some things were easier to carry alone.

Lucien’s expression hadn’t changed as Velrik spoke, but something in his eyes softened. “I know,” he said. “The city isn’t kind to those like us. People fear what they cannot easily place, and you...” He paused, choosing his words with the care of someone who understood the weight they carried. “You are something none of them have seen before. That may change, in time. But time is not something you can rush.”

He adjusted the cuff of his sleeve then, a small, precise movement that seemed more habit than necessity. “Read the book,” he continued. “Learn what you can. There will be opportunities later. For now, let your friends carry the burden of working. Your task is different.”

Velrik had wanted to argue. The words pressed against his throat, demanding release. I’m not useless. I can help. I don’t want to just sit here and do nothing while everyone else works. But something in Lucien’s gaze had stopped him—not judgment, but understanding. As if the half-elf knew exactly what Velrik was feeling and was asking him to set it aside anyway.

“Alright,” Velrik had said at last. “I’ll try.”

He had read the book that night by candlelight while the others slept. The story was simple—a knight who wandered from village to village, helping those in need, asking nothing in return but a meal and a place to rest. The rough pictures showed rolling hills and tall castles, forests with friendly animals and rivers that sparkled in the sun. It was a world nothing like the one Velrik knew, but the act of reading it, of pulling meaning from the shapes on the page, filled him with a quiet satisfaction that surprised him.

He had read it twice more since then, each time a little faster, each time understanding a little more.
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Now, sitting on the edge of his bed while the church bell’s final echoes faded into memory, he thought about that book tucked beneath his pillow. It wasn’t much. A story meant for children, worn and old, given to him out of pity, kindness, or some mixture of both. But it was his, and it helped.

The door to the room creaked open, and Lisa stepped inside carrying a small tray. Steam rose from a clay pitcher, and the smell of warm bread drifted toward him, rich and yeasty. She moved carefully, balancing the tray with practiced ease, her footsteps barely making a sound on the wooden floor.

“You’re awake,” she said, setting the tray on the table by the window. Her gaze moved to him, and something in her expression softened. “I thought the bell might have startled you.”

Velrik’s ears angled back slightly. “Mira told me what it was.”

Lisa nodded, her eyes moving across the room to check on the others. Dain stirred at the sound of her voice, grumbling something unintelligible before rolling onto his side and pulling his blanket higher. Joren remained motionless, though his breathing had shifted—he was awake, Velrik realized, just refusing to admit it.

“Today’s the day,” Lisa said, and there was something in her voice that made Velrik’s ears perk forward. A thread of warmth beneath the usual steadiness, a hint of anticipation she was trying not to show. “We need to gather our things before we leave. Make sure nothing gets left behind.”

The words settled over the room like a gentle nudge. Mira pushed her blankets aside and swung her legs over the edge of her bed, her movements slow but purposeful. Dain sat up properly now, rubbing at his beard with thick fingers, blinking against the morning light. Even Joren finally moved, stretching with exaggerated slowness before sitting upright and yawning wide enough that Velrik could see his back teeth.

Velrik slipped off his bed and crouched beside the mattress, reaching into the narrow gap between it and the wooden frame. His fingers found the strap of his satchel—the one Lisa had given him, the one he’d kept close, filled with memories and small treasures—and he pulled it free. He checked its contents by touch, the way he always did.

Everything was there. Everything was safe.

He slung the satchel across his chest and stood, watching the others move about the room. Mira folded her clothes with practiced efficiency, tucking them into her pack alongside her lute. She handled the instrument with particular care, wrapping it in a soft cloth before settling it into her bag.

Dain double-checked his tools. His movements were methodical and unhurried, the habits of someone who had learned the hard way what happened when you forgot something important.

Joren simply stuffed everything into a bag without ceremony, his movements rough but thorough. He caught Velrik watching and shrugged. “What?”

Lisa moved between them, offering quiet reminders and small corrections. “Don’t forget your spare shirt, Joren—it’s under the bed. Mira, your hairbrush is still on the windowsill.”

Something shifted in Velrik’s chest as he watched them. A week ago, he would have flinched at every raised voice and every unexpected sound. He would have kept his back to the wall and his ears trained on the door, ready to run or hide or curl into himself until the danger passed. But now, standing in the middle of the room with his companions moving around him, he felt something else. Something closer to how he had felt sitting by the fire with his parents, long ago.

The inn had been temporary. A waypoint between what was and what would be. But it had also been safe, allowing him to grow used to the city’s rhythms. And that safety had given him room to breathe.

They gathered their belongings and made their way down the narrow staircase to the common room below. The stairs creaked beneath their weight, each step announcing their approach, and Velrik found himself counting them out of habit. Twelve steps. A landing. Then twelve more to the ground floor.

The common room was quieter than it had been on previous mornings. Only a handful of patrons sat scattered among the tables, speaking in low voices as they ate. The hearth crackled steadily. Tankards touched wood with soft, hollow sounds. Spoons scraped against bowls. The ordinary music of people beginning their day.

Trudy stood behind the bar, wiping down the wooden surface with a cloth that had seen better days. She looked up as they approached, and something in her expression shifted—a softening around the eyes, a slight lift at the corners of her mouth.

“Last morning, then,” she said, setting down her cloth.

Lisa stepped forward. “We wanted to thank you,” she said. “For everything. You’ve been very kind to us.”

Trudy waved a hand, dismissing the gratitude with the air of someone who didn’t know quite what to do with it. “Lucien paid well enough. Covered the whole stay and then some.” She folded her arms across her chest, studying them with an expression that was gruff but not unkind. “You lot take care of yourselves out there. City’s not always gentle with newcomers, especially ones who don’t fit the usual mold.” Her gaze flicked to Velrik, brief but knowing. “Keep your eyes open and your wits sharp. You’ll do fine.”

“We will,” Lisa said. “Thank you, truly.”

Trudy’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Sit down first. I’ll bring you something to eat before you go. Can’t start a new chapter on an empty stomach.”

They found a table near the hearth and settled onto the benches, the wood warm beneath them from the fire’s radiant heat. Trudy brought them bowls of porridge and slices of dark bread slathered with butter, along with a small pot of honey that gleamed golden in the firelight.

Velrik pulled a bowl toward him and breathed in the steam that rose from its surface. The porridge was thick and warm, sweetened with a drizzle of honey that coated his tongue with each bite. He ate slowly, savoring the taste, letting the heat settle into him with each bit.

Around him, the others talked in low voices—about the house they were going to see, about their jobs, about plans for the coming days. Dain mentioned something the forge master had said about a new commission. Mira complained about a delivery route that took her up four flights of stairs to a merchant who never tipped. Joren described a horse at the stables that had tried to bite him three times in one day, his voice carrying a grudging respect that made Mira laugh.

Velrik listened without speaking, content to let their words wash over him. His ears tracked the sounds of the common room without conscious thought—the crackle of the fire, the clink of dishes in the kitchen, the murmur of other patrons at distant tables. None of it made him overly tense anymore.

When did that change? he wondered.

He didn’t have an answer. But the question itself felt like progress.

When the meal was finished and the bowls scraped clean, Lisa rose and approached Trudy at the counter one last time. Velrik watched as they spoke, their voices too low to carry across the room, but he could read their body language well enough. Gratitude on Lisa’s part. Gruff acceptance on Trudy’s. A handshake and mouths forming goodbye.

Then Lisa returned to the group, and together they gathered their belongings and moved toward the door. Velrik paused at the threshold, glancing back at the common room one last time.

He stepped outside into the morning air, following behind the others.

The streets of Montressa stretched before them, already stirring despite the early hour and the promise of rest that Zhaalday offered. The traffic was slower, and less dense. A group of children raced past, their laughter bright and careless.

They walked in a loose group through the waking city, Lisa at the front with Dain beside her, Mira and Joren trailing behind, and Velrik moving between them with his satchel bouncing gently against his hip. The cloak Mira had bought him hung heavy on his shoulders, its hood pulled forward to shadow his face. The fabric pressed against his ears, holding them close to his skull in a way that still felt strange, but he was learning to work with it rather than against it.

The route took them deeper into Montressa, away from the main thoroughfares and into narrower streets lined with older buildings. The cobblestones were still uneven beneath his paws, no matter where they went. The smell of large bakeries and market stalls faded as they passed, replaced by the mustier scent of aged wood and damp stone.

As they walked, Velrik’s thoughts drifted to Lucien’s last visit—the one that had come just two days ago, in the evening when the light through the window had turned the color of old copper.

The half-elf had arrived without announcement, as he always did, appearing at the door with his coat buttoned and his posture formal. Gone was the casual ease Velrik had glimpsed that night in the common room. This was the Lucien who had orchestrated their freedom, who had dismantled Veldoran’s household with cold precision, who moved through the world like a man playing a game only he could see.

“I’ve found a place for you,” Lucien had said, his voice carrying the measured quality of someone delivering news they had rehearsed. “A common house between the market and middle districts. It’s modest, but it will serve your needs.”

He had given them directions then—a series of turns and landmarks that Lisa had committed to memory with the focused attention she brought to everything that mattered.

“I’ll be there on Zhaalday morning,” Lucien had continued. “Meet me there. I’ll show you the property and explain the terms.”

No specific time. No urgency. Just the quiet certainty that he would be waiting when they arrived, and that they would come when they were ready.

As they rounded a corner and emerged into a small courtyard nestled between two aging buildings, Velrik spotted him.

Lucien stood near the entrance to a narrow alley, his back straight and his arms folded across his chest. He wore a dark coat trimmed with silver thread, his hair pulled back from his face, and his expression held the distant formality that Velrik had come to associate with him when he was conducting business rather than simply existing. His brown eyes moved across them as they approached, assessing, cataloging, measuring something that couldn’t be seen. The usual.

“You’ve arrived,” Lucien said, inclining his head slightly. His voice was cool and precise, stripped of the warmth it sometimes carried in unguarded moments. “Good. Follow me.”

The buildings here were older but well-maintained, their facades scrubbed clean and their shutters painted in colors that had faded to pleasant softness. A bakery occupied the corner on their left, its windows fogged with steam and its door propped open to let the scent of fresh bread spill into the morning air. The smell hit Velrik like a wave—yeast, flour, and a hint of sweetness.

On the other side stood a cobbler’s shop, its sign swinging gently in the breeze, the painted image of a boot worn but recognizable.

And between them, wedged into the gap like a tooth between two others, sat a modest two-story house.

It looked small from the front—the face squeezed between the neighboring buildings—but it stood sturdy and upright, its wooden walls weathered to a soft gray that spoke of age rather than neglect. Small shuttered windows looked out into the street. A stone step led to a door painted a deep, faded blue, the color of the sky just after sunset.

Lucien produced a key from his coat and held it out toward Dain. The metal caught the light, gleaming dully.

“This is yours now,” he said, “provided you keep up with the rent. The first month has been covered using Veldoran’s seized assets.”

Dain took the key, turning it over in his thick fingers. He looked at the house, then at the key, then back at the house again, as if he couldn’t quite believe the connection between them.

Then he stepped forward, fitted the key into the lock, and pushed the door open.

The interior smelled of aged wood and faint dust, the particular mustiness of a space that had been empty for a while but not forgotten. A single room dominated the main floor, larger than Velrik had expected, with a hearth set into one wall and a small kitchen tucked into the corner. The floorboards creaked beneath Dain’s boots as he stepped inside, and the sound echoed in the stillness.

A narrow staircase wound upward along the far wall, leading to a second floor that Velrik couldn’t see from where he stood. Wooden beams crossed the ceiling overhead, their surfaces darkened by years of smoke from the hearth. The walls were bare plaster, cracked in places but solid, waiting to be filled with whatever those who lived here chose to hang upon them.

The others filtered in behind Dain, spreading out to examine the space. Mira ran her hand along the wall, testing the plaster. Joren peered into the kitchen, opening a cabinet and nodding at whatever he found inside. Lisa moved toward the staircase, her fingers trailing along the wooden railing as she looked upward.

Velrik stayed near the door, his nose twitching as he sorted through the layered scents. Old smoke from the hearth, faint and cool. The sweetness of baked goods drifting from the bakery next door, warm and inviting. Dust, dry wood, and old polish.

“How much will it cost us?” Lisa asked, her voice steady but carrying the cautious edge of someone who had learned not to hope too quickly.

Lucien remained in the doorway, his posture unchanged. “Twenty Deni a month. Two thousand Cen.” He paused, letting the number settle. “One of the perks of someone wanting to be in a Count’s good graces.”

The reaction was immediate. Dain’s eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. Mira let out a low whistle that echoed against the bare walls. Even Joren, who rarely showed much interest in matters of coin, turned to stare at Lucien as if he’d spoken in a foreign language.

“Twenty Deni?” Dain repeated, his voice rough with incredulity. “For a house this size? In a district like this?”

Lucien’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes—amusement, perhaps, or satisfaction at having exceeded their expectations. “Yes,” he said simply. His gaze shifted briefly toward Velrik. “Consider it an investment in your future stability.”

Velrik watched the exchange, noting the way tension drained from Lisa’s shoulders, the way Mira’s smile widened into something genuine, the way Dain shook his head slowly as if unable to quite believe his luck. He didn’t fully understand the weight of the numbers—he knew what Deni and Cen were, had seen them counted, traded, and stolen, but the economy of the world was still a foreign language to him. What he understood was the relief in the room, palpable as warmth from a hearth.

“That’s... generous,” Dain said carefully, the word carrying more weight than its simple syllables suggested.

“It’s practical,” Lucien replied, his tone cool and businesslike. “You need stable housing. I have a property owner I can rely on.” The words were clipped, almost dismissive, but Velrik caught something beneath them—a thread of genuine concern, perhaps, or simply the satisfaction of a plan coming together as intended.

Lucien’s attention shifted then, his gaze settling on Velrik again. The assessment was subtle but unmistakable—eyes moving across his face, his posture, the way his ears sat and his hands rested on his satchel. Velrik felt the weight of that scrutiny and resisted the urge to look away, meeting Lucien’s gaze with a steadiness he didn’t entirely feel.

“Come here,” Lucien said, and though the words were not unkind, they carried the weight of expectation.

Velrik crossed the room, his paws silent on the wooden floor. When he reached Lucien, the half-elf reached into his coat and withdrew a folded piece of parchment, which he extended toward him.

“This is for you.”

Velrik took it slowly, unfolding it with careful fingers. Inside was a hand-drawn map—simple lines marking streets and squares, with two locations circled in dark ink. One was labeled House in neat, precise letters. The other, connected by a winding route that snaked through the city’s districts, was labeled Library.

“The library sits within the middle district,” Lucien continued, his voice shifting into something that resembled a lecture. “It’s one of the finest in Montressa—well-maintained, well-stocked, and open to members of the public who hold the proper credentials. I’ve arranged for you to have access.”

Velrik stared at the map, tracing the route with his eyes. The library. A place of books, of knowledge, of learning. The gesture carried weight—possibility, hope, uncertainty all tangled together.

“I want to help,” he said quietly, the words escaping before he could stop them. “The others have jobs. They’re earning money. I should be doing the same.”

Lucien’s expression didn’t change, but his voice softened—just slightly, just enough to notice. “You will. In time. But for now, your task is different.”

He nodded toward the map in Velrik’s hands. “Learn. Study. Read everything you can about this city, about the world beyond it. The others can earn money with their hands and their skills. You can earn something even more valuable with your mind.”

“But I could—”

“No.” The word was gentle but firm, cutting off Velrik’s protest before it could fully form. “You tried to find work. You know what happened. The city isn’t ready to accept you yet, and forcing the issue will only bring you grief.”

Velrik’s tail curled tight against his leg. He wanted to argue, to insist that he could find work somewhere, that someone would take him if he just tried harder. But the memory of closed doors and sharp eyes was still fresh, and he knew—deep down, in the part of him that had learned to read people’s intentions through their smallest gestures—that Lucien was right.

“Think of knowledge as a kind of currency,” Lucien continued. “One that doesn’t weigh anything and can’t be stolen from your pocket. While the others work, you can learn. And when you’re older, when you’ve had time to understand how this world functions, you’ll have something to offer that goes beyond simple labor.”

Velrik turned the words over in his mind, feeling their shape, testing their weight.

“Okay,” he said at last, folding the map and tucking it into his satchel.

Lucien nodded once, a brief gesture of approval. Then he straightened, adjusting his coat with precise movements that signaled the conversation was ending.

“I won’t take up any more of your time,” he said, addressing the group now rather than Velrik alone. “You have a home now and matters to attend to. Don’t fall behind on rent, and you’ll be fine.”

Dain stepped forward, extending his hand. “Thank you, Lucien. For all of this.”

Lucien clasped his hand briefly, the gesture warm but oddly formal. “Just don’t forget a Count recommended you all as tenants.”

With that final awkward comment, he turned and strode through the door, his footsteps fading as he disappeared into the bustle of the street beyond.

Everyone stood in silence for a moment, the weight of everything settling over them. The house creaked around them, its old bones adjusting to new inhabitants, and somewhere outside a cart rattled past on the cobblestones.

Then Mira let out a long breath, her face breaking into a grin that seemed to light the room.

“We have a house,” she said, as if speaking the words aloud made them real. “An actual house.”

Joren stretched his arms above his head, his shoulders popping audibly. “And I won’t have to listen to you two snoring three feet away anymore.”

Lisa shook her head, but there was warmth in her expression. “Let’s not celebrate too quickly. There’s work to be done.” She looked around the room, her eyes already cataloging what needed to be cleaned, organized, arranged. “But yes. It’s ours.”

Velrik moved away from the door, his paws carrying him deeper into the space. He climbed onto a worn wooden chair near the window and looked out at the street beyond. People passed without glancing his way—merchants and workers and children running errands, ordinary people living ordinary lives, none of them aware that something had just changed in the small house between the bakery and the cobbler’s shop.

But to Velrik, it was a monumental change. Something he never would have dreamed possible since coming here.
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The rest of the day unfolded in small tasks and quiet discoveries.

They explored the upper floor and claimed their rooms—five small spaces arranged along a narrow hallway, each one only large enough for a bed, a chest, and a small table, but private in a way that felt luxurious after months of shared quarters. Dain took the one nearest the stairs, positioning himself between the entrance and the others. Mira chose the corner room with the best light, already planning where she would practice her lute. Joren settled for whatever was closest, shrugging as he tossed his bag onto the bed.

Lisa selected the room closest to the end of the hall, and Velrik—without needing to be asked, without even consciously deciding—took the one across from hers. It felt natural. It felt right. He had stayed close to Lisa since the manor, finding comfort in her presence as he once did with his mother.

His new room was small but sufficient. A bed with clean blankets, a desk with a candle holder, and a window that overlooked a small courtyard behind the buildings.

He found a loose floorboard near the foot of the bed, its edge just wide enough to pry up with careful claws. Beneath it was a dark hollow, small but deep—perfect for hiding things. He tested it several times, lifting the board and lowering it again, memorizing the way it moved, the sound it made, the angle required to access it quickly.

Old habits. But useful ones.

He knelt beside the hollow and carefully withdrew the folded drawing from his satchel—the one of his parents, the paper soft and worn from years of being hidden and handled. He looked at their faces for a long moment, tracing the lines with his eyes, feeling the familiar ache beneath his ribs. Then he placed it gently into the hollow, along with the small pouch of coins he had saved, and lowered the board back into place.

Safe and hidden.

After exploring their new home, they ventured out to the market together in the afternoon, returning with arms full of supplies—vegetables, bread, a modest cut of meat, and herbs wrapped in cloth that smelled of summer despite the winter chill. Lisa managed their coin with careful precision, counting out Cen and Deni with the focused attention of someone who understood that every piece mattered.

Velrik watched the transactions with careful attention, filing away every number and exchange. This was knowledge too, he realized. A different kind of learning than the books Lucien wanted him to read, but no less valuable.

He started keeping track of the money that crossed hands, matching coins to goods, building a map of value in his mind. Six Cen for a bunch of carrots—Lisa managed to get a couple extra thrown in after some gentle haggling. Five Cen for onions, four more for a head of cabbage. Ten Cen for a loaf of bread from the bakery next door, its crust still warm from the oven, the smell of it making his mouth water.

The meat cost more. A pound of pork shoulder ran them twenty-two Cen, wrapped in cloth by the butcher’s quick hands. Velrik watched Lisa count out the coppers carefully, watched the butcher check the coins before nodding his approval.

Salt surprised him. Fifteen Cen for four ounces of coarse salt, weighed out on a small scale and poured into a cloth bag. He hadn’t realized something so plain could cost so much, but Lisa explained quietly that salt was essential—for preserving food, for cooking, for a hundred small necessities that added up over time.

The herbs were cheaper than he expected. A bundle of thyme for three Cen, rosemary for another three, bay leaves for five. But when Lisa reached for a small twist of black pepper, the merchant named a price that made her hand hesitate: sixty Cen for barely an ounce. She bought it anyway, but Velrik saw the way her fingers tightened around the coins before releasing them. Pepper was a luxury, then. Two days’ wages for a farmhand, gone in a twist of paper. Worth remembering.

The largest purchase came last: a half cord of firewood to be delivered to the house by cart. The merchant quoted three hundred and forty Cen for the wood itself, plus another forty for delivery within the city. Velrik did the math in his head, the way he’d been practicing. Three hundred and eighty Cen total. Almost four Deni. More than a farmhand might earn in two weeks of labor, all for wood that would burn away to ash.

But they needed it. Needed the warmth, needed the fire for cooking, needed the house to feel like something other than a cold shell waiting to be filled. Some expenses couldn’t be avoided, only accepted.

The meal they prepared together that evening was more than simple fare—it was a celebration, though no one called it that aloud.

Dain commanded the fire with practiced confidence, building the flames until the hearth crackled and spat, heat rolling outward in waves that pushed back the evening chill. He directed the others as they worked around him, his voice gruff but patient. Lisa handled the vegetables, her knife moving in steady rhythms as she sliced potatoes into even rounds and quartered onions with precise cuts. Mira took charge of the meat, slicing and trimming it, her movements surprisingly deft for someone who claimed to have no talent in the kitchen. Joren peeled carrots at a pace that suggested he wanted the task finished as quickly as possible, orange shavings piling up on the table.

Velrik helped where he could. His small hands weren’t suited to the heavy work—lifting pots, turning spits, hauling water from the pump outside in the courtyard—but he could dice and chop and stir. He worked on a cutting board Dain had set at the edge of the table, his claws clicking against the wood as he reduced a pile of carrots into uneven chunks. Joren glanced over at one point and gave him a small nod of appreciation.

The pork shoulder went into the pot first, seared until the fat rendered and the meat turned golden brown on all sides. Then came the vegetables—potatoes and carrots and onions, layered around the meat in careful arrangement. Dain added water from the pump, a splash of the cheap wine Mira had insisted on buying, and handfuls of the herbs they’d gathered at the market. Thyme, rosemary, and a bay leaf, their scents rising with the steam until the whole house smelled of warmth and promise.

While the stew simmered, Lisa set the bread to warm near the hearth. Mira found a wedge of cheese in their supplies and sliced it thin, arranging the pieces on a wooden board alongside a small crock of butter she’d bargained for at half price.

The wait was its own kind of torture. Velrik sat near the hearth, watching the pot bubble and steam, his nose filled with smells that made his stomach clench with anticipation. The rich scent of pork, the earthiness of root vegetables softening in broth, the bright notes of herbs releasing their oils into the liquid—each layer built upon the last until the air itself seemed edible.

When Dain finally declared the stew ready, they gathered around the table with a hunger that had nothing to do with deprivation and everything to do with celebration. This wasn’t a meal scraped together from scraps or portioned out to last. This was abundance, freely shared, prepared with care rather than necessity.

Dain ladled the stew into bowls, the portions generous, steam curling upward from each one. The bread was sliced thick, golden and crusty, its interior soft and warm when Lisa passed the slices around. The cheese and butter sat within easy reach, and Mira had produced a small jar of honey from somewhere—a luxury she’d apparently been hiding for just such an occasion.

Velrik lifted his spoon and took his first bite.

The pork had gone tender in the broth, falling apart at the touch of his tongue, its flavor deep and rich with the wine and herbs it had simmered in. The carrots held just enough firmness to offer resistance before yielding, their sweetness a counterpoint to the savory meat. Potatoes had absorbed the broth until they were saturated with flavor, each bite releasing warmth that spread through his chest and settled into his bones.

He closed his eyes, and for a moment he was somewhere else entirely.

His mother’s kitchen, smaller than this one. She had made stews like this on cold evenings, when the wind came down from the mountains. Not pork—they’d eaten rabbit more often, or venison when his father returned from the hunt—but the principle was the same. Meat, vegetables, and herbs, simmered low and slow until the flavors married into something greater than their parts.

He remembered sitting at their table, his legs too short to reach the floor, watching his mother move between the iron stove and the counter with an ease that made the work look effortless. She had hummed while she cooked—old songs, wordless melodies that seemed to rise from somewhere deep in her chest. His father would sit across from him, carving something small from a piece of wood, his hands never still, his eyes soft whenever they landed on Velrik’s face.

The memory ached, but it was a good ache. A reminder that warmth like this had existed before, that it could exist again.

He opened his eyes and found the others watching him with expressions that ranged from curious to happy. Heat crept into his ears as it always did when he was embarrassed.

“It’s good,” he said, the words inadequate but true. “Really good.”

Dain’s face split into a rare grin. “Damn right it is.”

The conversation flowed easily after that, voices overlapping as they ate and talked and laughed. Dain spoke of the smithy, of the forge master’s exacting standards and the satisfaction of meeting them. He’d been given his first solo project that morning—a set of hinges for a merchant’s new shop—and the pride in his voice was unmistakable. Mira described her courier routes with unwarranted theatrical flair, weaving wrong turns and rude customers into stories that had Joren snorting into his stew. Lisa talked about Beth’s shop, about the fabrics she’d been allowed to work with, about how more customers had started showing up since she began helping.

Joren complained about the stables as usual, but there was something beneath the grumbling that Velrik had learned to recognize. The horses were difficult and the work was dirty, but it was honest labor that paid honest coin, and that meant something to a man who had spent years doing whatever Veldoran demanded without choice or compensation.

When the talk turned to Velrik, it was Lisa who spoke first.

“You’ll do well at the library,” she said, her voice carrying quiet certainty. “You’ve gotten really good at reading.”

Mira nodded, tearing off another piece of bread. “Just don’t let the books go to your head. We need you humble enough to still do dishes.”

Velrik’s ears flicked back, but he recognized the teasing for what it was. “I’ll try.”

“Learn everything you can,” Dain told him, his tone more serious now. “Lucien wasn’t wrong about what he said. Languages, history, numbers—all of it. Knowledge is the one thing no one can take from you, no matter what happens.” He paused, his gaze steady on Velrik’s face. “You’re still young. We’ll handle the rent for now. Whatever coin you manage to earn, keep it. Save it. You’ll need it someday.”

The words settled over Velrik, and something eased in his chest that he hadn’t realized was tight. They weren’t asking him to contribute. They weren’t measuring his worth against theirs. They were simply taking care of him. The way a family would.

He looked down at his bowl, at the stew that had cooled slightly while they talked, and something warm bloomed behind his ribs that had nothing to do with the food.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, feeling the heat in his ears once more.

Lisa’s hand found the top of his head, her fingers scratching gently behind his ears in the way she knew he liked. “You don’t have to thank us, Vel. That’s not how this works.”

He wasn’t entirely sure he understood what she meant, but he nodded anyway and returned to his stew before it could get any colder.

Eventually, the meal ended and the dishes were cleared. One by one, they drifted toward their rooms, exhaustion settling into their bones after a day of new beginnings. Velrik lingered, watching the fire die down to embers, feeling the warmth slowly fade from the room. He listened to the sounds of their new home and the world beyond as his eyes watched the flames twist and turn into the air.

The warmth touched not only his nose, but something deeper. He rose, padded quietly across the floor, and made his way upstairs to his room.

The space was dark and still, warmed by the heat rising from the hearth below. He shed his clothes and hung them on the back of the chair, then climbed into bed, arranging the blankets so they wouldn’t press against his tail. The mattress was firmer than the one at the inn, but the wool’s warmth was familiar and comforting.

He thought about the day. The church bell that had startled him awake. The farewell meal Trudy made for them. The house that was now theirs. Lucien’s map, folded carefully in his satchel. The meal they had made together, the first in their new home. It felt like a long day, but one that would stay with him.

A starting point, he thought.

He closed his eyes.

Sleep came slowly at first, his mind still turning over the events of the day. The sounds of the house settling around him—creaking wood, distant footsteps, the whisper of wind against the shutters—formed a kind of music that was unfamiliar but not unpleasant. He listened to it, letting it wash over him, and eventually the weariness won out.

He slipped beneath the surface of consciousness.
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Pine trees rose around him, their trunks thick and rough, their needles forming a canopy so dense that only scattered fragments of light reached the forest floor. The air was cool and damp, carrying the sharp scent of resin and the earthier smell of fallen needles decomposing into soil. Somewhere nearby, water moved over stones—a river, perhaps, or a small stream winding its way through the underbrush.

Velrik walked without deciding to, his paws silent on the soft carpet of needles. The forest felt familiar in a way that ached. The particular angle of the light. The spacing between the trees. The way the branches reached toward each other overhead, as if holding hands against the sky.

He had been here before. Vaelwyn.

Laughter echoed through the trees—distant and warm, the sound of voices raised in joy rather than mockery. His ears swiveled toward it, straining to catch the words before they dissolved away. Come, they seemed to say. Come and find us.

He followed.

The forest shifted as he moved, paths appearing and disappearing, familiar landmarks rearranging themselves when he wasn’t looking. A boulder he was certain he had passed moments ago appeared ahead of him. A stream he had crossed materialized at his side, flowing in the wrong direction. The trees leaned close, their branches brushing against his fur like fingers, whispering secrets in a language he almost understood.

The light changed. Warmer now. More golden. Shafts of sunlight broke through the canopy in places they hadn’t been before, illuminating clearings that seemed to have appeared just for him.

He emerged from the trees into an open space, and his breath caught.

Two figures stood at the center of the clearing, their forms indistinct, blurred at the edges like reflections on disturbed water. They were Vulpin—he could see that much, could make out the shape of ears, tails, and fur—but their features refused to come into focus, their faces dissolving every time he tried to look directly at them.

One was taller, broader in the shoulders, his fur a deep auburn that seemed to glow in the golden light. The other was slender, their tail swaying gently as they turned toward him, their coloring more unique—gray, brown, orange, and white.

They were speaking, but their words came to him like wind through needles—present but shapeless, carrying meaning he couldn’t quite grasp. One of them raised a hand, gesturing toward him, and something tightened in his chest.

Mom, he wanted to say. Dad.

He tried to move toward them, but his legs wouldn’t obey. He tried to call out, but his voice caught in his throat. The distance between them remained constant no matter how hard he strained, the clearing stretching and shifting, keeping them always just beyond reach.

The light began to change again. The gold faded to amber, then to orange, then to a deep and unsettling red. The smell of pine grew sharper, mixed now with something else—something acrid and bitter that made his eyes water.

Smoke.

Thin tendrils of it curled at the edges of his vision, seeping between the trees like searching fingers. The figures in the clearing turned away from him, their blurred faces tilting toward something he couldn’t see, their postures shifting from warmth to alarm.

“Wait,” he called out, his voice finally breaking free. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.”

But they were already disappearing into the shadows between the trees, their outlines growing fainter with each step, their forms dissolving into the deepening red light. The smoke thickened. The warmth that had felt so welcoming moments ago turned oppressive, pressing against his fur like a physical weight.

He tried to follow, but the ground beneath his paws had gone soft and uncertain, the carpet of needles giving way to something that sucked at his legs and held him in place. The trees loomed closer, their branches reaching for him now with intent rather than affection, and the laughter that had guided him here had become something else—the sound of crackling, spitting, fire consuming wood.

The figures vanished.

The red light swelled, and tall slender shapes emerged between the trees. They moved wrong—too smooth, too deliberate—their silhouettes stretching upward against the burning sky. He couldn’t see their faces, couldn’t make out their features, but he knew with the certainty that they were coming for him.

Suddenly, something grabbed him—not with the intent to harm, it was a strange warmth that reminded him of being embraced by his mother—and pulled him backward.
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His eyes snapped open in the darkness, his breath coming fast and shallow, his fur bristling along his spine. The room was cold. The blanket had slipped away at some point, leaving his fur exposed to the night air. His heart pounded against his ribs, and his tail twitched against the mattress, caught in the echo of whatever fear had gripped him in sleep.

He lay still, staring at the ceiling, waiting for the feeling to pass.

The dream threatened to fade, but he held onto it for some unknown reason. The blurred faces. The smoke. The red light. The figures emerging from the trees. It felt important, somehow.

It was a weight in his chest. A sense of loss he couldn’t explain.

He pulled the blanket back over himself and curled onto his side, his tail tucked against his stomach. The sounds of the house surrounded him—the creak of settling wood, the whisper of wind against the shutters, the distant rhythm of someone snoring in a nearby room.

He didn’t know how long he lay there before sleep found him again, but when it came, it was deep and dreamless. And by morning, he remembered only the ache—a hollow feeling beneath his ribs, like something precious was going to be taken from him.
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Chapter 7
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Velrik stood and examined the clothes he had laid out on his bed. The shirt was soft against his fur—a light wool blend that breathed without letting in the cold, dyed a muted green that reminded him of pine needles in summer. The trousers had been tailored to accommodate his legs, the seams reinforced at the joints where fabric tended to wear thin, the cut loose enough to allow full movement without bunching or binding.

Lisa and Beth had worked on them together. He had seen them bent over the sewing table at Beth’s shop when he visited, measuring and re-measuring, debating the placement of every stitch. They had made him stand still for what felt like hours while they pinned and adjusted, their voices overlapping as they discussed things he didn’t understand—thread strength, seam allowances, and the particular challenges of tailoring for someone whose body didn’t conform to human proportions.

The result was worth the tedium. For the first time since leaving Vaelwyn, he owned clothes that felt like they had been made for him rather than adapted from something else. The fabric didn’t pull or bunch when he moved. The shirt’s collar sat properly against his neck without pressing uncomfortably. Even the buttons at the top had been placed with his smaller fingers in mind, spaced far enough apart that he could fasten them without fumbling.

He smoothed a hand down the front of the shirt, feeling the texture of the soft wool against his palm.

This was made for me.

The thought settled somewhere warm in his chest, knowing that Lisa and Beth cared enough to make him something nice.

Morning light filtered through the gap in his shutters, pale and thin with the quality of early spring. The house was quiet around him—the others had already left for work, their footsteps fading outside while he was still pulling himself from sleep. He had grown accustomed to waking later than the rest of them, his days following a different rhythm now that the library had become his domain.

He dressed quickly, pulling on the new clothes with practiced movements. The cloak came last, its weight settling over his shoulders as he fastened the clasp at his chest. He drew the hood up and felt his ears press flat against his skull, the sensation now only a minor inconvenience and nothing more. Just another part of his routine, like brushing his fur with the comb Lisa had bought for him or checking the loose floorboard where he kept his belongings hidden.

The satchel’s contents held tremendous value to him—not just the silver, but the pieces of the life he’d built outside of Vaelwyn. A few scraps of paper covered in words he’d copied from books, definitions he’d looked up, phrases he wanted to remember. The leather collar that had once kept him complacent. And beneath it all, the slightly faded drawing of his parents that Mira helped him make.

He didn’t know why he kept the collar. The leather band with its metal buckle had been removed months ago, the enchantment that had bound him to Veldoran’s estate broken. It should have been discarded, thrown into the river or buried in some forgotten corner of the city. Instead, he had hidden it away, unable to let go of the weight he’d escaped. Other times, he thought it might be something else entirely—something that could be useful later, or something of value that could be sold if he needed to.

Regardless, he left it where it was, beneath the floorboards, and made his way downstairs.

The main room was empty, the hearth cold, the table cleared of the previous night’s dishes. A plate sat on the counter near the kitchen, covered with a cloth—Lisa’s doing, he knew. She always left something for him when she went to work early. He lifted the cloth and found a thick slice of bread and a small wedge of cheese.

He ate standing up, his back against the counter, watching the morning light creep across the floorboards. The bread was cool now and slightly stale, but the cheese was good—sharp and crumbly, the kind Lisa favored when she could afford it.

The door to the house creaked when he opened it, the hinges protesting the cold in the way they always did on mornings like this. He stepped out into the narrow street, pulling the door shut behind him, locked it with the extra key Dain had made for him, and began the walk toward the library.

The first few times he had made this journey, Lisa had walked with him.

He remembered those early mornings with a clarity that surprised him—the way his stomach had knotted as they stepped out of the house, the constant swivel of his ears beneath the hood, the tension that had coiled through his shoulders and refused to release. The city had felt vast and hostile, its streets crowded with people who might notice him, might point and stare, might call out the words he had learned to dread. Dog. Fox. Aberrant.

Lisa had walked beside him with her hand occasionally smoothing his head, her presence a steady anchor in the chaos of bodies and sounds. She hadn’t tried to reassure him with words—she knew he needed to get used to walking alone. Instead, she had simply been there, her footsteps matching his, her body positioned between him and the worst of the crowd.

They had parted at Beth’s shop, where Lisa turned to begin her workday and Velrik continued on alone. Those final stretches of the journey had been the hardest, even if the library wasn’t more than ten minutes away. His legs had felt heavy, his breath coming too fast, his tail pressed tight against his body beneath the cloak. Every stranger who passed too close had made his fur bristle. Every raised voice had sent his ears straining for danger.

But he had made it. That first day, and the day after, and the day after that. Each journey a little easier than the last, his body slowly learning that the streets of Montressa were not the corridors of Veldoran’s manor, that the people who brushed past him were not guards waiting to punish him.

Now, several weeks later, the walk had become routine.

He moved through the market and middle districts with his hood drawn and his eyes forward, navigating the turns without conscious thought. The cobblestones were uneven in the market district, the gaps that caught his toes, the slick patches where water pooled after rain. His paws found their rhythm automatically, carrying him past a baker’s shop where the smell of fresh sweets made his nose twitch, past the alley where a stray cat had hissed at him once and now watched him pass with wary golden eyes, past the well where women gathered to draw water and exchange gossip in voices that carried further than they realized.

The transition into the middle district came gradually, marked not by any gate or wall but by a shift in the quality of everything around him. The cobblestones grew more even, the gaps between them filled with pale mortar that gleamed faintly in the morning light. The buildings stood taller and straighter, their facades scrubbed clean of the soot and grime that clung to structures in the lower quarters. Windows held real glass instead of simple shutters, and the doors were painted in colors that spoke of prosperity—deep reds, blues, and greens, maintained with a care that suggested their owners had time and coin to spare for such things.

The people changed too. Their clothes were finer, the fabrics heavier and better cut. Merchants in tailored coats walked with the confidence of those who had never wondered where their next meal would come from. Servants moved with purpose, their livery marking them as attached to households of importance. Even the beggars were fewer here, and those who remained kept to the shadows, their presence tolerated only in small numbers.

Velrik kept his head down as he walked, his movements unhurried but purposeful. He had learned that the middle district was safer for him in some ways and more dangerous in others. The people here were less likely to shout insults or throw stones—such behavior was beneath their dignity—but they were also more likely to summon guards if they saw something that disturbed the careful order of their streets. He had watched it happen once, early on—a dwarf merchant raising his voice at a shopkeeper over a disputed price, and within minutes two uniformed men appeared to escort him away. The streets here ran on quiet compliance, and anything that broke that silence drew attention he could not afford.

So he made himself small. Drew the hood lower. Moved with the anonymity of someone who belonged exactly nowhere and therefore might belong anywhere. It was a skill he had learned here, perfected over weeks where his presence was tolerated but never welcomed.

The library rose before him as he turned the final corner, its facade dominating the small square where three streets converged. It was not the grandest building in the middle district—that honor belonged to the churches and manor houses that crowded the skyline further in—but it possessed a quiet dignity that Velrik had come to appreciate. Stone walls the color of old honey, darkened in places by age and weather. Tall windows set in arched frames, their glass thick and slightly warped, casting strange shadows when the light struck them at certain angles. A heavy wooden door bound with iron, always standing open during the daylight hours, welcoming anyone who wished to enter.

The first time he had climbed those steps, his legs had trembled beneath him.

Now he took them two at a time, his paws silent on the worn stone, and pushed through the door into the space beyond.

The smell hit him first, as it always did. Paper, leather, and dust, layered over faint smoke from a fireplace in the center. Beneath it all, faint but persistent, the scent of lamp oil and candle wax, the residue of countless nights when scholars had worked past sunset, chasing thoughts that refused to wait for morning.

The main room stretched before him, longer than it was wide, its proportions designed to draw the eye toward the far end where a great window let in the day’s light. Shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling, their surfaces crowded with books of every size and condition—leather-bound volumes with gilt lettering, cheaper texts with cloth covers worn soft by handling, scrolls and folios and loose pages bundled together with twine. Tables ran down the center of the hall in two long rows, their surfaces scarred by generations of use, surrounded by chairs that creaked when occupied.

A few patrons had already claimed their places. An elderly man in scholar’s robes sat near the window, his head bent over a massive tome, his lips moving silently as he read. A younger woman—a student, perhaps—occupied a table closer to the entrance, her quill scratching across parchment as she copied something from a book propped open before her. In the far corner, half-hidden by a shelf, a man in merchant’s clothes dozed with his chin on his chest, either exhausted from an early rise or waiting for the library to warm before beginning his research.

Velrik moved past them without drawing attention, his footsteps soft on the wooden floor. He had claimed a spot weeks ago—a small table tucked into an alcove near the section on history and geography, partially hidden from the main hall by a jutting shelf. From there, he could read undisturbed, watch the comings and goings of other patrons, and slip away quickly if someone’s attention lingered too long on the small, hooded figure in the corner.

He settled into his chair, pulled a book from the shelf beside him, and began to read.

The days had taken on a rhythm of their own.

He arrived each morning as the library opened, claimed his table, and read until the light through the windows shifted from white to gold. Sometimes he stayed until closing, his eyes aching from the strain of parsing unfamiliar words in uncertain light. Other times he left earlier, driven home by hunger or exhaustion or the simple need for company beyond the silent presence of books.

He had recently realized his reading had improved dramatically. The words came faster now, their shapes resolving into meaning without the painful effort of sounding out each syllable. He could read a page in the time it had once taken him to struggle through a paragraph, and though complex texts still challenged him—philosophy and law and the denser works of history—he no longer felt like a child pretending at scholarship.

The trick, he had discovered, was to treat unfamiliar words like problems to be solved rather than obstacles to be feared. When he encountered something he didn’t understand, he wrote it down on one of the scraps of paper he carried. At first, he had brought these lists home to Lisa, sitting beside her at the kitchen table while she explained meanings and pronunciations with the patient care she brought to everything.

“Sovereign,” she had told him once, her finger tracing the word he had copied. “It means a ruler. A king or queen. Someone who holds power over a land and its people.”

“Tributary,” she had said another night, frowning slightly at his handwriting. “A smaller river that flows into a larger one. Or it can mean a nation that pays tribute to a stronger power—coin or goods in exchange for protection or peace.”

“Eccle... siastical?” She had paused at that one, her brow furrowing. “I don’t know that one.”

He had learned dozens of words that way, building his vocabulary through Lisa’s patient teaching. But as the weeks passed, he had begun to feel guilty about the time it took—time she could have spent resting after long days at Beth’s shop, time stolen from her own limited hours of freedom.

So he had started asking Orlin instead.

The old librarian had been a fixture of the building since before Velrik first arrived, his presence as constant as the shelves themselves. He was tall and thin, with a stoop to his shoulders that spoke of decades spent bending over books, and his hair had long since gone white, wispy strands that floated around his head like dandelion seeds waiting for a breeze. His eyes, though—his eyes were sharp and bright, the color of polished copper, and they missed nothing that happened within his domain.

Velrik had been afraid of him at first, his wrinkled hands offering the stamped card Lucien had left for him. The old man’s gaze had followed him on that first day, tracking the small, hooded figure as he moved through the stacks, and Velrik had been certain that a confrontation was coming. That Orlin would demand to know what a creature like him was doing in a place like this, would summon guards or simply throw him out with the quiet authority of someone who had the right to decide who belonged and who didn’t.

Instead, Orlin had simply nodded once and returned to his work, sorting books into piles with the methodical patience of long practice.

The next day, he nodded again. And the day after that. And gradually, without either of them acknowledging the shift, the nods had become something else—a form of greeting, perhaps, or recognition. An acknowledgment that Velrik had as much right to be there as anyone else, strange though his presence might seem.

The first time Velrik had approached him with a question, his voice had barely risen above a whisper.

“Excuse me,” he had said, holding out the scrap of paper with the word he couldn’t decipher. “I don’t know what this means.”

Orlin had taken the paper, studied it for a moment, then looked at Velrik with an expression that might have been surprise, or maybe even approval. “Hegemony,” he had said, his voice like dry leaves rustling. “It means dominance. Control over others, usually through political or military power rather than direct rule. One nation might hold hegemony over its neighbors without actually conquering them.”

He had handed the paper back, and that had been the end of it. No questions about what Velrik was or why he wanted to know. No condescension, no suspicion, no barely concealed disgust. Just an answer, given freely, as if helping someone understand a difficult word was the most natural thing in the world.

After that, Velrik asked more questions. And Orlin answered them, every time, with the same patient clarity.

The book Velrik was reading now was called The Origin of the Divines, and it had occupied his attention for most of the past three days.

He had found it by accident, tucked between two larger volumes on a shelf he rarely visited. The spine was cracked and the pages yellowed, but the text was clear enough, and the subject matter had seized his interest immediately. The gods. The beings who shaped the world and everything in it, whose names were invoked in prayers and curses, whose emblems were everywhere.

In Vaelwyn, everyone had worshipped Vaelra and Urgral, the divine pair who had created their island home. Velrik remembered the shrines scattered through the forest, simple structures of stone and wood where offerings were left on holy days. He remembered his mother’s voice, soft in the evening light, telling stories of how the gods had shaped the land and blessed its people.

But those were only two among many, and the book before him spoke of others—older powers, greater powers, beings who had existed before Vaelra and Urgral were even dreamed of.

In the beginning, the text read, there was only Zhaalith.

The Voyde. The Emptiness. The eternael canvas upon which all creation would eventually be painted. Zhaalith was not a god in the way mortals understand the word—not a being with form, will, or desire. Zhaalith simply was, and in that existence lay the potential for everything that would follow.

From Zhaalith emerged Olyndros, the Lorde of Time. His first breth broke eternity into sequence, his first hartbeat divided the infinite into moments that could be counted and measured. Before Olyndros, there was no before or after—only the endless now of the Voyde. With his emergence, history became possible.

Velrik turned the page carefully, conscious of the age of the paper beneath his fingers.

Virelya came next—Darknes, the first shadows, cast not by lighte but by the simple presence of something where before there had been nothing. She brought comfort to the Voyde, filling its emptyness with the promise of refuge, of mystery, of things hidden and waiting to be discovered.

Then Lioren, her opposite and complement. Lighte, piercing and revealing, the first illumination in a cosmos that had known only shadow. Where Virelya concealed, Lioren exposed. Where she offered mystery, he demanded understanding. Together they defined the boundaries of perception itself.

Thenyra followed—Magic, the shaper of possibility. She did not create the Evertyde, for that force had existed within the Voyde since before time itself. But she gave it form, channeled its wild currents into patterns that could be understood and wielded. Through Thenyra, the raw power of exystence became something that could be touched, studied, used.

Elaria brought Lyfe. The Great Bloom, she was called, the first divine to take physical forme, the mother of all mortal things. From her touch sprang the first plants, the first animals, the first thinking beings who would one day builde temples and speak prayers and wonder about the gods who had made them.

And last among the Primary Divines came Nareth. Death. The guider of souls, formed from the essence of the first creature to die, a necessary counterpart to Elaria’s endless creation. Without Nareth, lyfe would have choked itself—an infinity of beings crowding the world until nothing could move or breeth. He brought balance, ending, the promise that all things would eventually rest.

Velrik sat back in his chair, his mind working through what he had read.

Seven Primary Divines. Zhaalith, Olyndros, Virelya, Lioren, Thenyra, Elaria, Nareth. He counted them on his fingers, matching names to domains, trying to fix the order in his memory.

And then, slowly, something else clicked into place.

The days of the week.

Zhaalday, Olynday, Virday, Liorday, Thenday, Elarday, and Narday.

He had heard the names a thousand times without ever thinking about what they meant. They were just words, labels for the passage of time, as unremarkable as breathing. But now, seeing them written out in the order of the gods’ emergence, he understood.

The calendar itself was a prayer. A reminder, built into the structure of every week, that the world existed because these seven powers had willed it so. Every time someone spoke the name of a day, they were invoking the divine—whether they realized it or not.

He wondered if his mother had known. If anyone in Vaelwyn did, or if the calendar had simply been adopted from the humans only recently. The days had different names in some places, he remembered reading. Older cultures, isolated regions, peoples who reckoned time differently.

But here, in Italios, the days belonged to the gods. And the gods, it seemed, belonged to everyone—whether they wanted them or not.

He spent the rest of that morning copying passages into a notebook he had bought with money he’d saved, recording the names and domains of the Primary Divines for later study. By the time the light through the windows had shifted to afternoon gold, his hand ached from writing and his eyes burned from the strain of reading cramped text in uncertain light.

He closed the book carefully and returned it to its place on the shelf. Tomorrow, he would continue. There was more to learn—the Elemental Divines, the Celestials, even Vaelra and Urgral who had shaped Vaelwyn itself. But for now, his head was full, and home was waiting.

The walk back was easier than the walk there. It always was, somehow. The city seemed less threatening when he was moving toward safety rather than away from it, and his body had learned the route so well that his paws carried him without conscious direction. He passed through the middle district and into the lower quarters, noting the landmarks he had come to know—the baker’s stall, now closed for the afternoon; the alley with the stray cat, empty today; the well where women still gathered, their voices lower now, more intimate.

He reached the house as the sun was beginning its descent toward the rooftops, the light turning warm and orange against the weathered wood of the door. The lock gave way to key, and he stepped inside to find Lisa already home, stirring something in a pot over the fire.

“You’re back early,” she said without turning, her voice carrying the warmth she reserved for family.

“Finished what I was reading.” He hung his cloak on the hook by the door and crossed to the table, settling into his usual chair. “I learned something interesting today,” he said, unable to keep the pride from his voice.

Lisa glanced over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised. “Oh?”

“The days of the week.” He pulled out his notes, opening the small book across the table’s surface. “They’re named after the Primary Divines. In the order they appeared.”

Lisa set down her spoon and came to look, wiping her hands on her apron. “I knew they were named after gods,” she said slowly, studying his cramped handwriting. “But I never thought about the order before.”

“Zhaalith first. The void. Then Olyndros—time. Then darkness, light, magic, life, and death.” Velrik traced the names with his finger, reciting them from memory. “The book said they emerged in that sequence, each one making the next possible. You can’t have shadows without something to cast them. You can’t have death without something alive to die.”

Lisa was quiet for a moment, her expression thoughtful. “Where did you find this?”

“A book called The Origin of the Divines. It’s old—the pages are falling apart—and some of the words were wrong.” He looked up at her, the eagerness plain on his face. “There’s more. Other gods. The ones who control the elements, and the stars, and nature itself. Vaelra and Urgral are in there somewhere, I think. I haven’t gotten to them yet.”

“Vaelra and Urgral?” Lisa’s voice was gentle. “The gods of your home?”

Velrik nodded, and the eagerness dimmed as something older and heavier took its place—a tightness behind his ribs that he had learned not to name. “I want to read about them. See what the books here say, how they’re understood by people who’ve never been to Vaelwyn.” He paused, looking down at his notes. “Maybe it will help me understand... something. I don’t know what.”

Lisa’s hand found his shoulder, squeezing gently. “Understanding something is never a waste,” she said. “Even when you don’t know what you’re looking for.”

She returned to her cooking, and Velrik gathered his notebook, carrying it upstairs to his room. The conversation lingered in his mind as he stored his notes in the satchel and checked the loose floorboard, more from habit than necessity.

Understanding something is never a waste.

He hoped she was right.

The days that followed blurred together in a haze of reading and discovery.

He finished The Origin of the Divines and moved on to other texts—histories, geographies, collections of myths and legends that varied wildly depending on who had written them and when. The library’s shelves seemed inexhaustible, each book leading to three more that demanded his attention, each answer spawning a dozen new questions.

One morning, he found a slim volume marked with an insignia he recognized: a crowned flame with a sword piercing its base. The symbol of the local church, the same image that decorated the tower whose bells had startled him awake on that first Zhaalday in Montressa. He pulled it from the shelf with careful hands and carried it to his table.

The Ascension of Dameran, the title read. A History of the God of Man.

The text was shorter than the others he had been reading, written in a simpler style that suggested it was meant for common believers rather than scholars. But the story it told was striking, nonetheless.

Dameran had been mortal once, a king, the book said. A ruler of men in an age when humanity was scattered and weak, divided into countless tribes that warred with each other as often as they warred with the other races. The world had been chaos then—no standardized law besides the gods’, no order to the way things were done, no civilization beyond what each group could carve from the wilderness and defend with blood.

Dameran had changed that.

He had united the tribes through diplomacy where possible, conquest where necessary. Under his banner, the first true cities had risen—not camps or villages, but permanent settlements with walls and laws, the beginnings of organized government. The most historically significant city being Rhema. He had established codes of conduct, systems of justice, the foundations upon which all human civilization would eventually be built.

His reign was marked by hard choices, the text acknowledged. Wars were fought. Enemies were destroyed. The path to unity was paved with the bones of those who resisted it. But from that sacrifice came peace, and from that peace came prosperity, and from that prosperity came the greatness that humanity enjoys to this day.

At the end of his mortal life, when age had finally claimed what battle never could, Elaria herself had appeared before him. The Goddess of Life, mother of all mortal things, had looked upon his works and found them worthy.

“For your unwavering faith in humanity’s potential,” she had told him—or so the book claimed. “For your lifelong service to civilization and your dedication to the betterment of your people, I grant you immortality. Rise, Dameran, and take your place among the divine. Guide your children forever, as you guided them in life.”

And so Dameran had ascended, becoming the patron of humankind, the father of structured society, the god whose name marked the beginning of the calendar itself.

Velrik sat back, turning the story over in his mind.

He understood, now, why the humans of Italios worshipped Dameran so fervently. The god was theirs in a way that the older powers could never be. Zhaalith and Olyndros and the rest had shaped the cosmos, but they had done so for all beings equally—or for no beings at all, following purposes that mortals could barely comprehend. Dameran, though, had been human. Had lived as they lived, struggled as they struggled, and risen from mortality to divinity through nothing but his own determination and the goddess’s recognition of his worth.

It was a powerful story. A story that said humanity was special, chosen, destined for greatness. A story that justified every triumph and excused every cruelty committed in the name of human civilization’s advance.

Velrik felt something stirring in his chest that he could not easily name. Not quite respect, not quite resentment, but something caught between the two. The mortal king who had looked upon chaos and decided to impose order, whatever the cost—there was weight in that. The actions themselves had shaped the world he lived in now.

He did great things, Velrik thought.

But the respect was shadowed by something colder. Because the followers of Dameran—the priests and believers who filled the churches and shaped the laws of Italios—did not worship him as one god among many. They worshipped him as proof that humanity stood above all other races, that the other peoples of the world were lesser beings to be tolerated at best, exploited at worst.

Non-humans need not apply, the signs outside shops sometimes said.

Humans only, the notices for jobs often read.

Aberrant, the children shouted when they saw him in the street before running away playfully.

Dameran himself might have been worthy of respect. But the world his followers had continued to build in his name was something else entirely.

Velrik closed the book and returned it to the shelf, his thoughts troubled. The crowned flame gleamed on the spine, catching the light from the nearby window, and he turned away from it without looking back.
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His birthday arrived without warning on a busy day in late spring.

They had always kept track of such things at the manor—small markers of time passing, reasons to share a kind word or an extra portion when the days blurred together under Veldoran’s ownership. Velrik had been so consumed by his studies, so lost in the rhythm of the library, home, and the slow accumulation of knowledge, that the date had crept up on him without his notice.

It was Mira who reminded him, catching his arm as he came downstairs that morning. “Eleven years,” she said, grinning in that sharp way of hers. “Getting old, little fox.”

Eleven. He turned the number over in his mind as he walked to the library that day, testing the weight of it against everything he knew. More than half his life was spent away from Vaelwyn now. More years as a stranger in foreign lands than as a child in his parents’ home. The thought pressed against his ribs like a held breath, and he let it pass, focusing instead on the rhythm of his footsteps against the ground.

He didn’t expect anything from the others. Everyone had been working hard—doing everything they could to keep the home Lucien had found for them. Every Cen they earned went toward rent, food, and the slow building of a life that might someday feel secure. There was little room for luxuries, no coin to spare on elaborate celebrations. He understood that and didn’t mind. Having a warm home and the people who filled it was enough.

But when he returned that evening, Lisa was waiting at the table with a small package wrapped in cloth.

The smell reached him before he could see what lay beneath—sweet and warm, rich with honey. She pulled back the cloth to reveal a pair of pastries from the bakery next door, their surfaces dusted white and shining in the lamplight. They were still faintly warm, fresh from the oven, and the sight of them made his throat tighten unexpectedly.

“Happy birthday,” Lisa said simply. “It’s not much, but I wanted to give you something.”

The pastries were simple—large rounds of soft bread brushed with some honey and powdered with sugar. Honey and sugar were luxuries they rarely indulged in, saved for occasions or not purchased at all. But she had bought them anyway, set them on the table and waited for him with that quiet smile that asked for nothing in return.

“You didn’t have to,” he said, the words coming out rougher than he intended.

“I wanted to.” She reached over and smoothed the fur between his ears, the gesture so natural now that he leaned into it without thinking. “Eleven is worth marking, even if we’re all busy.”

They shared the pastries that evening, the five of them gathered around the table as the last light faded from the windows. Dain licked glaze from his fingers. Mira teased Joren as she usually did. Even Joren offered a rare, lopsided grin when Velrik thanked them all. It wasn’t the celebration he remembered from childhood—the bonfires and singing, the poundcake his mother made. But sitting there with honey still sweet on his tongue, surrounded by the only family he had left, Velrik thought that perhaps this was what birthdays would be from now on.

Small and imperfect. But enough.
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The library became his second home as the weeks passed and spring warmed into summer.

He learned to recognize the regular patrons—the scholars who arrived each morning and stayed until closing, the merchants who came to research trade routes and commodity prices, the young nobles who appeared occasionally to be seen in a place of learning without actually doing much reading. He learned which chairs creaked and which tables wobbled, which sections of the stacks were poorly lit, and which caught the afternoon sun in ways that made reading pleasant.

He learned, too, the art of listening without appearing to listen.

Conversations happened around him constantly—patrons speaking with each other, scholars debating points of history or philosophy, visitors asking Orlin for help finding particular texts. Most of it was meaningless, the kind of idle chatter that filled silence without conveying substance. But sometimes, between the discussions of weather and the complaints about prices, he caught fragments of something more.

“...Duke Andelio’s new taxes on foreign goods. The merchants are furious, naturally, but what can they do?”

“...the estate is nearly the size of a castle. Walls around the whole thing, guards at every gate. It was a grand sight to behold.”

“...shipments from Rhenmark have been delayed again. Something about unrest on the border. If it continues much longer, the coin-changers will have to adjust their rates.”

Velrik filed these fragments away, building a picture of the city and its workings from overheard scraps. Duke Andelio ruled Montressa, that much was obvious. His estate sat somewhere in the middle of the city, vast and fortified, a statement of power that rivaled the churches in its ambition. The merchants resented him for his temporary taxes, and the city’s economy rose and fell on decisions made behind those guarded walls.

Other conversations were less useful but more personal.

“...see that thing in the corner? The one with the tail?”

“The fox? I’ve seen it here before. Creepy, isn’t it? The way it just sits there, reading like a person.”

“Someone should tell the librarians. Can’t be safe, having an animal in here with all these books.”

Velrik kept his eyes on his page and his breathing steady, giving no sign that he had heard. The voices moved away eventually, their owners losing interest, and he continued reading as if nothing had happened.

Like a person, the woman had said.

The books he read were written by people. The chairs he sat in were built by people. The library itself existed to serve people, and he was merely tolerated within it, a curiosity that hadn’t yet become enough of a nuisance to be removed.

He sat with that for a long time, the book open before him but his eyes unfocused, the afternoon light shifting across his table while the other patrons came and went around him.

Then he noticed the stillness that settled in his chest—a deep cutting pain that reminded him, he was nothing more than an animal in the eyes of most humans—and turned the page, continuing to read.

One evening, as summer reached its height and the days stretched long and warm, Velrik brought an idea back home with him.

“I want to find my way back,” he said, sitting across from Lisa at the kitchen table while the others finished their dinners. “To Vaelwyn.”

The room went quiet. Mira set down her fork. Dain looked up from his plate, his expression unreadable. Even Joren, who rarely engaged with conversations that didn’t concern him directly, shifted in his seat.

Lisa’s face held something complicated—concern and understanding, and a sadness that she tried to hide. “Velrik...”

“I know it’s far,” he continued, the words coming faster now that he had started. “I know I can’t go yet, but I want to know where it is. How I got here. I remember... pieces. A ship, first. Then a long time in the hot sand. I remember seeing huge stone buildings that were sharp at the top, taller than anything I’d ever seen. And then another ship, across a different sea.”

“That’s a big journey,” Dain said quietly.

“I know.” Velrik’s hands tightened on the edge of the table. “But I was five when they took me. I didn’t understand where we were going, didn’t know the names of the places we passed through. Now I can read. Now I can study maps. Maybe I can figure it out.”

Lisa reached across the table and covered his hands with hers. “We’ll help however we can,” she said. “You know that. But Velrik—even if you find Vaelwyn, getting back there...”

“I know,” he said again, softer this time. “I know it might not be possible. Not yet, maybe not for a long time. But I need to try. I need to know it’s still there, that everyone is still safe.”

No one argued with him. No one told him he was foolish or that he should focus on his life here, in Montressa, where he was safe, fed, and free. They just nodded, one by one.

Later, when the dishes were cleared and the others had drifted to their rooms, Lisa sat with him at the table and helped him think through what he remembered.

“Pyramids in a desert,” she said, her brow furrowed. “That sounds like Sundarra. The southern continent. There are cities there,  across the Lunarin Sea, that trade with Gravanth—I heard Lucien mention them to Count Veldoran once. But the names... I don’t know.”

“I’ll find them,” Velrik said. “The library has maps. Books about geography and trade routes. I’ll search until I find something that matches what I remember.”

Lisa smiled, but her eyes were sad. “You will,” she agreed. “You’re clever enough to find anything.”

He took that determination with him to the library the next morning, and the morning after, and the morning after that.

The geography section became his new focus. He pulled books from the shelves at random, searching for any mention of pyramids, of deserts, of the southern lands that lay beyond the Lunarin Sea. Most of what he found was useless—old trade routes, accounts of voyages that crossed the sea but never landed in Sundarra. But slowly, piece by piece, a picture began to form.

The desert existed. The pyramids existed. There were cities there, oases of civilization in the endless sands, and the books described them in terms that made Velrik’s pulse quicken with recognition.

The great monuments of the Zha’ari people rise from the desert like the bones of giants, one text read. Their purposes are debated by scholars—tombs, temples, observatories—but their presence is undeniable, visible for miles across the flat expanse of sand; large obelisks even visible from the sea.

Another book mentioned a city: Qa’tarim, jewel of the southern sands, where caravans gather before the long crossing from the Lunarin ports.

Velrik found Qa’tarim on a map. He traced the route from there to the coast, then across the sea to Italios, then inland to Montressa. The journey was vast—over a thousand miles, weeks of travel, a path that wound through forests, seas, and the southern mountainous reaches of Italios.

But it was the most likely path. A possibility, however distant, to one of the places he had passed through.

He couldn’t find Vaelwyn, though. He searched every map the library possessed, scrutinized every text that mentioned islands near Sundarra’s coast, and found nothing. No record of a island large enough that matched his memories. No mention of a place where Vulpin, Maskari, or any of the other races lived among pine forests, worshipping gods of nature and beast.

Maybe nobody has seen it before, he told himself. Maybe it has a different name in these books. Maybe...

Maybe it didn’t exist at all. Maybe his memories were dreams, fantasies invented by a child’s mind to cope with the horror of what had happened to him. Maybe the faces of his parents, the smell of pine needles in summer, the warmth of the fireplace on cold winter nights—maybe all of it was nothing more than a story he had told himself, over and over, until he believed it was real.

He pushed that thought away, forcing it down into the place where he kept all the things he couldn’t afford to feel. Vaelwyn was real. His home was real. And someday, somehow, he would find his way back to it.

I can’t lose hope.

[image: ]

One afternoon, frustrated by another fruitless search, he approached Orlin at the front desk. Wanting something that he could actually find in books.

“I’m looking for something about pyramids,” he said, keeping his voice low. “In the southern deserts. Sundarra.”

Orlin’s copper eyes studied him for a moment. “Any particular aspect? Their construction? Their history? The peoples who built them?”

Velrik hesitated. “What they were for,” he said finally. “I read that people debate it—tombs or temples, or something else. I want to know what people think.”

The old librarian nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful. “There’s a text in the back collection that might interest you. Mysteries of the Ancient Sands, I believe it’s called. It’s not strictly academic—more speculation than scholarship—but it covers cultural histories and accounts comprehensively.”

He led Velrik through the stacks to a section he had never explored, pulling a slim volume from a high shelf with the ease of long familiarity. The cover was plain leather, unmarked except for the title stamped in faded ink.

“Be warned,” Orlin said as he handed it over. “The author had a flair for the dramatic. Take his claims with a grain of salt.”

Velrik thanked him and carried the book back to his table, settling into his chair with the anticipation that always accompanied a new text.

Mysteries of the Ancient Sands lived up to Orlin’s warning. The writing was florid, the arguments speculative, the conclusions drawn from evidence so thin it barely deserved the name. But buried among the wild claims and breathless descriptions, there were details that made Velrik’s breath catch.

The greatest of the Zha’ari pyramids, the author wrote, was said to contain not merely the bodies of kings but a gateway to a land beneath our very own feet. Ancient texts speak of chambers deep within the structure where the boundary between our world and a buried one sleep.

An entrance to the underworld, Velrik thought, turning the phrase over in his mind. He didn’t know if he believed it. The idea seemed too vast, too strange, too far removed from anything he understood about how the world worked. But he filed it away nonetheless, adding it to the growing collection of knowledge he didn’t know what to do with.

He would think about it later. When he had more time, more information, more context to help him separate truth from fantasy.

For now, he was tired. The day had been long, the reading dense, and the disappointment of not finding Vaelwyn still weighed on him. He returned the book to its resting spot, gathered his things, and began the walk home.

The sun was setting as he emerged from the library, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that reminded him, painfully, of the forest at dusk. He pulled his hood lower and walked quickly, eager to be home, eager to close the door behind him and let the weight of the day fall away.

Halfway through the middle district, he noticed something that made him stop.

A man was moving along the street ahead of him, pausing at each streetlamp to perform a curious ritual. He would reach up toward the lamp’s wick, snap his fingers, and move on—and behind him, one by one, the lamps flickered to life.

Velrik watched, his breath catching in his throat.

There was no tinderbox. No match. No obvious source of flame. Just the snap of fingers and the sudden bloom of fire, as natural and effortless as breathing.

Magic, he breathed.

He had seen magic before, of course. The collar that had bound him to Veldoran’s will had been enchanted, its power a constant pressure against his throat as a reminder of his captivity. But that had been different—a tool, a weapon, something created to control and constrain. This was something else entirely. A man lighting streetlamps with nothing but his hands and his will, as casually as another man might whistle while he worked.

The lamplighter moved on, unaware of the small, hooded figure watching from the shadows. One by one, the lamps blazed to life behind him, pushing back the gathering dark.

Velrik watched until the man turned a corner and disappeared from view. Then he continued his walk home, his mind churning with new questions that would have to wait for tomorrow.

The collar was still there, beneath the floorboards. He checked on it when he reached his room, lifting the board and looking at the dark leather band without touching it.

Magic made this, he thought. Magic bound me. Magic can light fires with a snap of fingers and probably do a thousand other things I’ve never imagined.

He placed the collar back, lowered the board, and climbed into bed, pulling the blankets up to his chin.

Tomorrow, he would start looking for books about magic. About what it could do, and how it worked, and whether someone like him could ever learn to wield it.

Sleep did not come as quickly as he had hoped.

He lay in the dark with his eyes open, staring at the ceiling with a slight smile, his thoughts circling through everything he had seen. The lamplighter’s casual snap. The flame blooming from nothing. The world was full of forces he had barely begun to understand, and he had been walking through it aware of only the small pieces that had touched him directly.

Eventually, the exhaustion of the day caught up with him. His eyes grew heavy, his thoughts losing their sharp edges, and he drifted into a sleep that was dreamless and deep.

When he woke, the light filtering through the shutters was dim—earlier than he usually rose, earlier than anyone in the house would expect him to be awake. His body felt light, restless, the kind of energy that came from anticipation rather than rest. He lay still for a moment, listening to the sounds of the house: the creak of settling wood, the distant murmur of the street beginning to stir, the soft rhythm of someone moving in the kitchen below.

He dressed quickly, pulling on his shirt and trousers with fingers that fumbled only slightly in their eagerness. He let his tail slip between the cutout along the waist, buttoning the back of his trousers over it, the tip of it swaying with an excitement he couldn’t quite suppress. Today was different. Today he had a purpose beyond the ordinary rhythm of his routine.

The stairs groaned under his weight as he descended, and Lisa looked up from the counter where she stood slicing bread. Her eyebrows rose at the sight of him, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“You’re up early,” she said.

Velrik crossed the room to stand beside her. The kitchen smelled of fresh bread and the sharp tang of the cheese she was cutting—the good kind, the one she saved for days when she had a little extra coin. “I wanted to catch you before you left.”

Lisa paused, the knife hovering over the cutting board. Her eyes moved over his face, reading something in his expression that made her smile deepen. “Well then. Sit.”

She cut another slice from the loaf and pushed the plate toward the empty stool beside her. Velrik climbed up, his legs dangling above the floor, and watched as she divided the cheese between them—a wedge for her, a wedge for him, the sharp smell of it filling the small space between them.

“So,” Lisa said, tearing off a piece of bread. “What’s got you bouncing around so early?”

His ears warmed slightly. “I saw something yesterday. On the way home from the library.”

He told her about the lamplighter—the way the man had moved down the street, the casual snap of his fingers, the flames appearing from nothing. Lisa listened without interrupting, chewing slowly, her eyes steady on his face. When he finished, she brushed the crumbs from her fingers and reached for her own slice of cheese.

“Magic,” she said, the word neither question nor statement.

Velrik nodded. “I want to understand it. How it works. Where it comes from.” He turned his piece of bread over in his hands without yet taking a bite. “The collar was magic. I wore it for five years, and I never thought to ask about it. What made it work. What made it...” He trailed off, the words tangling in his throat.

Lisa reached over and rested her hand on his shoulder, her touch warm and steady. “Then you should find out,” she said simply. “That’s what the library is for, isn’t it?”

They ate together in the gray morning light, the silence between them comfortable and unforced. Velrik found himself savoring each bite more than usual—not because the food was different, but because of the company. Most mornings he ate alone, the kitchen empty, Lisa’s plate already washed and set aside by the time he came downstairs. This felt like something he hadn’t known he was missing.

When the plates were empty and the last crumbs scraped clean, Lisa rose and gathered her things: the bag with her sewing supplies, the small coin purse she tucked into her apron pocket, the shawl she wrapped around her shoulders against the morning chill.

“Walk with me?” she asked, and Velrik was already sliding off his stool before she finished the question.

The streets were quieter than they would be later, the early hour keeping most people indoors. Velrik walked beside Lisa with his hood drawn, but his ears were forward beneath the fabric rather than pressed flat. The tension that usually knotted his shoulders on these walks was still there, but muted somehow, softened by Lisa’s presence and by the purpose humming beneath his skin.

They talked as they walked—small things, ordinary things. Lisa mentioned a commission Beth had received from a merchant’s wife, something complicated with lace and difficult seams. Velrik told her about the book he had found the day before—about the Zha’ari and the pyramids, and about the strange mention of a world under their own. The words came easily, filling the space between them with warmth.

The walk felt shorter than usual. Before Velrik was ready, they had reached the corner where Beth’s shop stood, its door still closed, its windows dark.

Lisa paused, turning to face him. Her hand found the top of his head, her fingers scratching gently behind his ears in the way she knew he secretly liked. “Find your answers,” she said. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

He watched her disappear through the shop’s door, the one Beth left unlocked for her each morning. Then he turned and continued on his way, his paws carrying him toward the library with a lightness they rarely held.

The rest of the walk passed quickly. He barely noticed the transition between districts, the landmarks blurring past as his mind raced ahead to the shelves waiting for him. By the time he climbed the library’s stone steps and slipped through the heavy doors, the morning sun had only just begun to warm the streets behind him.

He found his usual spot in the alcove and began to search.

The books on magic were harder to find than he had expected.

The library’s collection was vast, but it was organized according to principles that Velrik had already begun to understand. The section on arcane matters was scattered across multiple floors and alcoves. He spent his first morning searching, pulling volumes from shelves at random, flipping through pages filled with diagrams and formulas that meant nothing to him. Most of what he found was too advanced—treatises on spellcraft written for practitioners who already understood the fundamentals, dense with terminology that sent him scrambling for his notebook and his growing list of words to look up.

But persistence, he had learned, was its own kind of magic. And eventually, tucked between two massive tomes on alchemical theory, he found what he was looking for.

An Introduction to The Evertyde: A Primer for the Curious Mind.

An older book. The title alone made his ears perk forward. He carried the book to his table, settled into his chair, and began to read.

The Evertide, the text explained, was not a thing that could be seen, touched, or held. It was a force, a current, an invisible river of power that flowed through all of existence. It had existed before the gods themselves—part of Zhaalith’s Void, before Olyndros’s first heartbeat, before anything that mortals would recognize as real. The gods did not create the Evertide; they merely shaped it, channeled it, gave it form and purpose.

Magick, the book read, using the older spelling Velrik had encountered before, is the arte of touching the Evertyde. Of feeling its currents and bending them to one’s will. Some are borne with this gift, their blood attuned to the flow from birth. Others must learn it through years of studie and practice. But all who wield magick, whether through talent or training, draw upon the same source—the endless, eternal tide that suffuses all of creation.

Velrik thought about the lamplighter he had seen, the casual snap of fingers that had brought fire into being. That man had touched the Evertide, had bent its currents to produce flame. It seemed impossible, and yet he had watched it happen with his own eyes.

The book went on to describe the different paths by which mortals accessed magical power. Arcane casters worked directly with the Evertide, manipulating its raw currents through study and will. Divine casters received their power through the gods, who filtered the Evertide into safer, more focused streams. And there were others—warlocks and pact-makers who bargained with spirits and stranger things, gaining access to magic through deals whose costs were not always clear.

He read for hours, absorbing what he could, setting aside what he couldn’t yet understand. The collar hidden beneath the floorboards at home had been enchanted—that much he knew. Someone had touched the Evertide and bound it into leather, creating an object that could control by force. The thought made his fur prickle with unease, but it also kindled something else. Curiosity. Or the first stirrings of ambition.

If magic can be learned, he thought, then maybe someday...

He didn’t finish the thought. It was too large, too distant, too far removed from the reality of his current life. But he let it sit in his memory, another piece of knowledge to carry with him into whatever future awaited.

It was in a different book, several days later, that he found the word.

He had been reading about magical creatures—beasts transformed by exposure to the Evertide, monsters created through ritual and accident, beings that existed at the boundary between the natural and the arcane. The text was dry and academic, filled with classifications and categories that seemed designed more to organize knowledge than to illuminate it.

And then, halfway down a page he had been skimming, a word caught his eye.

Aberrants.

He stopped. Read the passage again, more carefully this time.

Known to common folk as Aberrants, and referred to in magical and academic circles as Thaumorphs, these are creatures that have been warped, twisted, or outright created through exposure to unstable or intentional magical forces. Some were once ordinary beasts, altered by rituals or wild arcane surges; others are artificial entities born entirely from spellcraft.

Velrik’s hands tightened on the edges of the book.

While the term Aberrant is often used to describe malshapen creatures with fear or contempt, especially in rural regions, Thaumorph serves as the formal classification used by scholars and historians who study them.

He had been called that word. Aberrant. Spat at him by strangers in the street, muttered by shopkeepers who refused his coin, shouted by children who didn’t know any better. He had heard it so many times that it had become almost meaningless, just another sound in the chorus of hostility that followed him through the city.

But now, seeing it written in a book, seeing it explained and categorized and given a scholarly counterpart, something shifted in his understanding.

He wasn’t just strange. He wasn’t just different. In the eyes of the world outside Vaelwyn, he was a creature—something warped or created, something that belonged in the same category as monsters and magical accidents.

He read on, his stomach tight.

In addition to corrupted or constructed creatures, some Thaumorphs are believed to arise naturally through prolonged exposure to concentrated flows of Evertide energy. Such beings are rare, found only in regions where the magical currents run unusually strong.

His people weren’t monsters. They weren’t accidents or abominations. They’re people—people who had lived in Vaelwyn for generations, not made by magic.

He closed the book slowly, his mind working through what he had read.

Aberrant. The word felt different now that he understood what lay behind it. Less like an insult, more like a label—a box the rest of the world had built because they needed somewhere to put things they didn’t understand. He wasn’t broken or wrong. He simply didn’t fit their idea of what a person should be, and so they had made a word for that. Humans, he had noticed, used it more readily than the other races—a convenient way to belittle those who didn’t look like them.

He didn’t know if the knowledge made things better or worse.

He thought about it often in the days that followed, turning it over in his mind the way he might worry a loose thread. Some mornings the understanding felt like armor, a shield against the whispers and sidelong glances. Other days it settled heavier, a reminder that no amount of reading would change what he was in their eyes. But he kept returning to the library, kept pulling books from shelves, kept filling his head with words and histories and ideas that had nothing to do with what the world thought of him.

And slowly, without his noticing, the world outside those walls began to change.

The summer heat gave way to autumn’s chill so gradually that Velrik barely noticed the transition until it had already happened.

One morning he woke to find frost on the window of his room, delicate patterns of ice that caught the early light and scattered it into fragments. The next week, the trees in the small courtyard near the library began to turn, their leaves shifting from green to gold to deep, burning red. The air grew crisp, carrying the smell of wood smoke and fallen leaves, and the people in the streets wrapped themselves in heavier clothes, their breath pluming white in the cold.

Velrik had been in Montressa for nearly a year now. The realization struck him one evening as he walked home from the library, his cloak pulled tight against the wind. A year since Veldoran’s arrest. A year since the collar had been removed. A year of freedom, of learning, of slowly building a life in a city that had never wanted him.

He had changed in that time, grown taller by almost half a foot, his body finally beginning to catch up with the years it had lost to malnutrition and stress. His reading had improved beyond anything he could have imagined in those first fumbling weeks, and his knowledge of the world had expanded to fill shelves in his mind that had once stood empty. He could name the countries of Gravanth and trace their borders on a map. He could explain the difference between arcane and divine magic, recite the names of the Primary Divines in order, discuss the economic principles that governed trade between nations, even add and subtract.

And he had learned to walk through the city without fear.

Not without caution—he would never be without caution, not here, not anywhere outside the forests of Vaelwyn. But the constant, grinding terror that had marked his first weeks in Montressa had faded, replaced by a wariness that was manageable. He knew which streets to avoid, and which times of day were safest. He knew how to read the expressions of strangers, how to sense trouble before it arrived, how to disappear into a crowd when attention turned his way.

The library had become more than a refuge. It had become a home of sorts, a place where he was known, where his presence no longer drew suspicious glances or muttered complaints. Orlin greeted him by name, and some of the regular patrons had stopped staring entirely, their curiosity satisfied or simply exhausted by the small, hooded figure who appeared each morning and read until the light failed.

He had even begun to work there.

It had started small—Orlin asking him to return a book to its proper shelf, then another, then a stack of volumes that needed sorting. Velrik had complied without thinking, his hands finding the rhythm of the work, his mind cataloging the organizational system that governed the library’s vast collection. Before long, he was spending his afternoons helping to maintain order among the stacks, climbing the rolling ladders to reach high shelves, dusting covers and straightening spines and learning the location of every section by heart.

The pay was modest—roughly one hundred Cen each week, barely enough to matter—but that wasn’t why he did it. The work gave him purpose. It gave him a reason to be there beyond his own curiosity, a role that made him part of the library rather than merely a visitor within it. And it gave him access to corners of the collection he might never have discovered on his own, books tucked away in storage rooms and back offices, texts too fragile or too valuable to be left on the open shelves.

Orlin had noticed his interest in history and geography, and had begun setting aside volumes he thought Velrik might find useful. A collection of maps showing the known world as it had been understood centuries ago. A slim volume of legends from Vaznia, translated poorly but readable, describing lands and peoples so different from anything in Gravanth that they might as well have been imaginary.

Velrik devoured them all, adding their contents to the growing architecture of knowledge he carried in his mind.

He had learned about wars, too. Not the grand narratives of conquest and glory that filled the histories written by victors, but the causes beneath them—the disputes over borders and resources, the insults real and imagined, the economic pressures that drove nations to violence. One book had described a war that began over the purity of coins, a conflict sparked when one kingdom accused another of debasing their currency with inferior metals. Thousands had died over the silver content of a Deni hundreds of years ago.

It seemed absurd, and yet Velrik understood it better than he might have a year ago. Money was trust made tangible. When that trust broke down, everything built upon it followed.

He had read about the Coinweight Standard, the system of currency that governs trade across most of the known world. Rhenmark’s coins were considered the most reliable—their mints subject to harsh laws against counterfeiting, their metals tested and certified by royal assayers. Italios used the same system but with less rigor, and merchants from other nations sometimes demanded premiums when accepting Italion coin. It was one of the reasons Montressa’s trade had suffered in recent years, or so the books claimed.

Everything connects, Velrik thought. Pull one thread and the whole tapestry shifts.

The afternoon was fading toward evening, autumn light slanting through the tall windows in long golden bars, when Velrik climbed one of the rolling ladders to return a stack of books to their places on a high shelf.

The library was quieter than usual. Most of the regular patrons had left early, driven home by the chill that crept through the building as the sun descended. Only a few scholars remained, bent over their work in the pools of lamplight that had begun to appear throughout the hall. Orlin was somewhere in the back, sorting through a new shipment of texts that had arrived that morning.

Velrik moved along the shelf, sliding books into their proper positions with the practiced ease of long familiarity. History of the Rhenmark Succession. Principles of Agricultural Reform. An Account of the Southern Expeditions, Volume Three. Each spine found its place, each gap in the collection filled, the order of the library maintained for another day.

He was reaching for the last book in his stack when he became aware that someone was watching him.

The sensation prickled along his fur, a warning that made his ears swivel beneath the hood. He didn’t turn immediately—that would be too obvious, too reactive. Instead, he continued his work, sliding the book into place while his peripheral vision searched for the source of the attention.

A man stood at the end of the aisle, perhaps ten feet away. He was in his thirties, Velrik guessed, with short dark hair and a face that might have been handsome if not for the slight crookedness of his nose—broken once, perhaps, and healed imperfectly. His clothes were dark and slightly rugged, though not unclean, the kind of practical garments worn by people who spent time outdoors or didn’t care much for fashion. Not a scholar, then. Not a merchant either, from the look of him.

He was watching Velrik with an expression that was difficult to read. Not hostile, exactly. Not fearful or disgusted, the way so many people looked at him. More curious. Assessing. The way someone might study a puzzle they hadn’t yet decided whether to solve.

Velrik’s hands stilled on the ladder’s rungs.

Most people avoided him. That was the pattern he had learned to expect—the averted gazes, the careful distances, the way conversations died when he approached and resumed when he passed. This man was doing none of those things. He was simply standing there, watching, as if waiting for something.

“Interesting work,” the man said. His voice was mild, conversational, carrying none of the edge that Velrik had learned to brace for. “The library, I mean. Must be satisfying, keeping all this knowledge in order.”

Velrik didn’t respond immediately. He was running through possibilities in his mind, trying to categorize this interaction, to determine what the man wanted and how best to respond. The silence stretched for a moment too long, and the man smiled—a small, crooked thing that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you. I’ve seen you here before, is all. Working the shelves, reading in that corner over there.” He nodded toward Velrik’s usual alcove. “You’re here more than most of the scholars.”

“I like to read,” Velrik said carefully. His voice came out steadier than he felt, which was something. It was strange—he had never noticed the man in the library before.

“Nothing wrong with that.” The man took a step closer, and Velrik’s grip tightened on the ladder. But the man stopped there, maintaining a respectful distance, his hands visible at his sides. “Knowledge is valuable. More valuable than most people realize.”

Velrik said nothing. The man’s words could have been a threat or a compliment or simply an observation, and without more information, he couldn’t tell which.

The man’s gaze drifted to the shelf beside him, scanning the spines with casual interest. His hand rose, fingers brushing across the leather covers, and came to rest on a volume near Velrik’s elbow. It was nothing of importance—a minor history of some merchant guild, the kind of book that sat on shelves for years without being touched.

“Mind if I borrow this one?” the man asked, pulling the book free. He turned it over in his hands, examining the cover as if he actually intended to read it. “Looks like it might be useful for something I’m working on.”

Velrik blinked. The request was so ordinary, so mundane, that it caught him off guard. “I... yes. That’s fine. You can take it to the front desk. Orlin will record the loan.”

“Orlin. The old fellow with the white hair?” The man nodded, tucking the book under his arm. “I’ll do that. Thanks.”

He turned to go, and Velrik felt the tension in his shoulders begin to ease. Just a patron. Just a man who wanted a book. Nothing more.

But then the man paused, glancing back over his shoulder. That crooked smile appeared again, touched with something Velrik couldn’t identify.

“Take care of yourself,” the man said. “City’s not always kind to people who don’t fit the usual mold.”

And then he was gone, disappearing around the corner of the shelf, his footsteps fading into the quiet of the library.

Velrik stayed on the ladder for a long moment, his mind turning over what had just happened. The man’s words echoed in his memory, familiar and strange at once. People who don’t fit the usual mold. Trudy had said something similar, months ago, when they left the inn for the last time.

But Trudy had been warning him about the world. This man had sounded almost knowing. As if he understood something about Velrik that others didn’t. As if they shared some secret that hadn’t been spoken aloud.

Who was that?

He climbed down from the ladder slowly, his movements mechanical, his thoughts elsewhere. The man hadn’t given a name. Hadn’t explained why he was there or what he was really looking for. He had simply appeared, made conversation, borrowed a book that couldn’t possibly interest anyone, and left.

It didn’t make sense. None of it made sense.

Velrik gathered his things and made his way to the front of the library, where Orlin sat behind his desk, recording the day’s transactions in a heavy ledger. The old librarian looked over as Velrik approached, his copper eyes bright in the lamplight.

“Heading home?”

“Yes.” Velrik hesitated, then asked, “The man who just left. The one with dark hair, borrowing a book about merchant guilds. Do you know him?”

Orlin’s brow furrowed slightly. “Can’t say that I do. New patron, perhaps?” He glanced down at his ledger, flipping back a page. “He did sign for the book properly. Gave his name as...” The old man squinted at the writing. “Hm. Can’t quite make it out. The handwriting’s rather poor.”

“It’s fine,” Velrik said. “I was just curious.”

He left the library with the man’s words still circling in his mind, a puzzle without enough pieces to solve. The evening air was cold against his fur, and he pulled his cloak tighter as he walked, his paws carrying him home through streets that had become as familiar as the shelves he tended.

City’s not always kind to people who don’t fit the usual mold.

The man had been right about that, at least.
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Chapter 8
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The cold came unexpectedly early this year, and Velrik sat cross-legged on the worn rug before the library’s hearth, close enough to feel the heat pressing against his fur but not so close that it would grow uncomfortable. Around him, other patrons had gathered in a loose cluster of chairs and benches nearby—merchants in heavy coats, scholars wrapped in woolen shawls, an elderly woman who had fallen asleep with a book open in her lap. No one spoke. The only sounds were the crackle of flames and the occasional rustle of turning pages, a quiet communion of strangers united by the season’s first bitter chill.

His hood lay pushed back against his shoulders, leaving his ears exposed. A year ago, that would have been unthinkable. A year ago, he would have kept his face hidden in any public space, his body hunched small, his every sense straining for signs of danger. But somewhere between summer and autumn, between his first hesitant steps into this building and the thousands that followed, something had shifted. The stares still came—he could feel them, pricking at the edges of his awareness like distant voices heard through a wall—but they had lost their power to make him flinch. He had learned to let them slide past without catching.

The whispers were harder to ignore. He heard them sometimes when he moved through the stacks, fragments of conversation that cut off the moment he came into view.

“That fox works here now?”

The words stung, but they were easier to bear than the alternatives. At least here, in this place of books and silence, no one had tried to touch him without permission. No one had called for guards, thrown apple cores, or spat toward his paws.

It was enough.

The book in his lap was not one he had seen before.

He had found it on a shelf near the back of the third floor, wedged between two massive tomes on Rhenmark mercantile law—where he usually looked for information about trade. It had been out of place, and that was what had caught his attention first. The spine was narrower than its neighbors, the leather a different shade, the title stamped in silver ink rather than black or some other color. Someone had shelved it incorrectly, or simply hadn’t cared where it went. Either way, it didn’t belong.

The Art of Shadows: A Study on Rogues, Trickery, and Underhanded Tactics.

Written by: Thomas

The title had made him pause, and the it was strange that the author only used a first name. He had stood in the narrow aisle for a long moment, one finger resting on the spine, uncertain whether to pull it free. Books about thieves and spies were not the sort of thing a well-regarded library typically displayed on its shelves. They were the sort of thing that got people questioned and watched.

But curiosity had won, as it so often did. He had slipped the book from its hiding place and carried it downstairs to the warmth of the hearth, where the fire’s glow would let him read without straining his eyes.

The first pages had confirmed his expectations. The book was a manual of sorts—a detailed examination of the methods employed by those who operated in shadow. Thieves, pickpockets, spies, saboteurs, assassins. It described how they moved, how they deceived, how they turned the perceptions of others into weapons. The prose was dry and precise, almost scholarly in its detachment, as though the author were cataloging specimens rather than describing the arts of deception.

But the deeper Velrik read, the more the book’s true nature revealed itself.

This was not merely a collection of techniques. It was a philosophy.

The untrained eye sees basic movement, one passage read. The skilled observer sees intention in movements around him. But the master cannot be seen—because he has learned to make his movements indistinguishable from the ordinary flow of the world around him. He does not hide. He becomes part of the scenery, as unremarkable as a shadow cast by afternoon sun.

Velrik’s fingers traced the edge of the page. The words settled into him with a weight that pressed against his ribs.

He had spent years learning to be invisible. Not through any formal training, but through necessity—through the hard lessons of a collar around his throat and a half-elf who noticed everything. He had learned to move without sound, to anticipate reactions before they occurred, to read the subtle shifts in posture and expression that preceded anger or attention. It had been survival. It had been instinct.

He had never thought of it as a skill that could be studied, refined, and mastered.

A man who relies on speed will eventually meet someone faster, another section explained. A man who relies on strength will eventually meet someone stronger. But a man who relies on perception—who understands not just how to move unseen, but why the eye fails to see—will never be caught. Because he does not evade pursuit. He prevents it from beginning.

Velrik turned the page, his tail curling to the side.

The book spoke of locks and their weaknesses, of guards and their patterns, of the thousand small assumptions that people made every day without realizing they were making them. It explained how those assumptions could be exploited—not through force or magic, but through simple misdirection. A door left slightly ajar. A servant carrying something heavy. A figure dressed in the right clothes, walking with the right confidence, going exactly where they appeared to belong.

The key to vanishing is not in speed, but in expectation and perception, the text declared. If the eye believes you should still be there, it will not think to look elsewhere.

He had done that. Not deliberately, not with any conscious strategy, but he had done it. In the manor, during those long years, he had learned to position himself so that Veldoran’s attention slid past him. He had learned which rooms were safest at which hours, which servants would report his movements, and which would not, which shadows offered concealment and which invited suspicion. He had survived by understanding how others perceived him and adjusting himself accordingly.

The book was putting words to things he had known without truly understanding them. It was transforming instinct into principle.

He was so absorbed in the text that he didn’t notice the presence behind him until a voice broke the silence.

“Interesting choice.”

His shoulders drew up before he could stop them, hands pressing flat against the open pages. He twisted to look over his shoulder and found the man from before standing a few paces away—the same dark hair, the same crooked nose, the same gaze that seemed to see more than it should.

The stranger was dressed much as he had been during their first encounter: practical clothing in muted colors, the kind of garments that could belong to a laborer, a traveling merchant, or a man who simply didn’t care what others thought of his appearance. His expression held that same unreadable quality—curious, perhaps, but in a way that offered no hint of intent.

“Most people wouldn’t be caught reading that in public,” the man continued. He moved closer, his steps unhurried, and settled on the floor next to him as though they were old acquaintances meeting by chance. “Tends to attract the wrong kind of attention.”

Something about this man set the fur along Velrik’s spine on edge—not danger, exactly, but the awareness of being studied by someone who knew precisely where to look. The same feeling he’d had during their first meeting, when the stranger had watched him from the stacks and asked questions that seemed ordinary but felt like something else entirely.

“It’s no different from reading a book on war and strategy,” Velrik said carefully. His voice came out steadier than he expected. “Understanding how something works doesn’t mean you intend to use it.”

The man’s smile widened slightly. “A fair point. Though I doubt most would think to draw comparisons between warfare and a pickpocket’s sleight of hand.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “So, what’s piqued your interest? Hoping to learn a few tricks?”

Velrik studied him for a moment, weighing his options. The cautious part of him—the part that had kept him alive through five years of servitude—wanted to close the book, offer some deflecting answer, and find an excuse to leave. But another part, the part that had driven him to pick up the book in the first place, was reluctant to retreat so easily.

“It explains things I already know,” he said finally, “but could never put into words.”

He flipped back a few pages, finding a passage he had marked with the edge of his claw. “‘The key to vanishing is not just speed, but expectation and perception. If the eye believes you should still be there, it will not think to look elsewhere.’” He glanced up. “It makes sense.”

“Indeed.” The man nodded, something like approval flickering across his features. “That’s the trick behind most illusions—not magic, but simple misdirection. Unless, of course, actual magic is involved.” He gestured toward the book. “You’ve got a good eye if you’re picking that up already. What else have you found in there?”

Velrik hesitated. The conversation had taken on a strange quality, as if they were discussing something far more significant than the contents of a dusty old manual. But the man’s interest seemed genuine, and after months of having no one to discuss his reading with except Lisa—who listened patiently but rarely engaged with the details—the opportunity to talk about ideas was unexpectedly compelling.

He turned to another section, running a finger down the page until he found the passage he wanted. “‘A skilled infiltrator studies not only how to enter unnoticed, but how to create doubt in what others perceive. A lock opened too slowly invites suspicion. A door left slightly ajar makes them question whether they forgot to close it themselves.’” He looked up. “I never thought about it that way before.”

The man let out a low sound of approval, quiet but genuine. “That’s a valuable lesson. Sometimes the best disguise lies in instilling doubt in others’ memories. A previously locked door suddenly found wide open? That signals a problem. But a door left just barely open, its lock still engaged? People assume they were simply careless.” He leaned back, studying Velrik with that same measuring gaze. “It’s human nature to trust their own assumptions more than the evidence in front of them.”

Velrik tilted his head. “You sound as if you’ve employed that trick before.”

The man shrugged, a faint smirk tugging at his lips. “Perhaps I have. Perhaps I just understand the nuances.” He gestured broadly at the library around them. “Books like that offer more than just skills—they provide insight into how people think. Once you grasp that, everything else falls into place.”

Velrik turned this over in his mind. The text was full of techniques and tactics, methods for picking locks, shadowing marks, and creating false trails. But what made it truly valuable, he was beginning to realize, was how it framed those techniques—not as tricks to be memorized, but as applications of deeper principles. Understanding why people overlooked small inconsistencies was more useful than any single method for creating them.

The man studied him for a moment before speaking again. “Tell me—what’s the most important lesson you’ve found in that book so far?”

Velrik considered the question. Several passages came to mind, but one stood out above the rest.

“‘Perception shapes a person’s reality,’” he said.

The man raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“If someone believes a lie or sees only what they want to, it becomes their truth. If they assume I’m just a kid in a cloak, they won’t take another glance. If they take me for harmless, they won’t see me as a threat.” His tail shifted beneath his cloak. “It’s not merely about hiding. It’s about controlling what others perceive.”

The man’s expression changed—something warmer passing through his eyes, there and gone. “You’re sharp.” He nodded toward the book. “And you’re right. The best thieves, spies, and manipulators don’t just vanish. They craft perceptions, leading others to see exactly what they want them to see.”

Velrik studied him more closely now, taking in details he had noticed before but hadn’t fully processed. The man’s clothes were practical but well-made, the kind that could pass unnoticed in either a workman’s tavern or a merchant’s parlor. His posture was relaxed, but there was a quality to his stillness that suggested coiled readiness—the same quality Velrik had learned to recognize in the guards at Veldoran’s manor, the ones who were actually dangerous rather than merely intimidating.

“You speak like you wrote it,” Velrik said.

The man laughed at this—a genuine sound, surprised and warm. “I’ve known the man who did.”

Velrik’s ears perked forward despite himself. “You have?”

The man nodded, his expression turning thoughtful. “A long time ago. A cunning man, and a careful one—though not as careful as he should have been.” He leaned back, his gaze drifting past Velrik toward the fire as if seeing something distant. “His philosophy was simple: people place greater trust in their own assumptions than in facts. If you can shape those assumptions, you can achieve just about anything.”

Velrik absorbed this, feeling the weight of the words settle into him. They aligned with what he had been reading, but hearing them spoken aloud gave them a different kind of authority. This wasn’t just theory anymore. He was sitting across from someone who had lived it.

“What happened to him?” Velrik asked.

The man’s smirk returned. “He vanished.”

Velrik frowned. “Vanished?”

“Not in the way you might be imagining.” The man’s tone held a spark of dry amusement. “He lived long enough to become a legend, then he chose to disappear. Left the world behind before it could catch up with him.” He shrugged one shoulder. “A fitting end.”

Velrik wasn’t entirely sure he believed the story—it sounded too neat, too much like something from the book itself—but he couldn’t dismiss it either. It was precisely the kind of ending the author might choose.

The man stood, stretching lightly as if they had merely been passing the time with idle conversation. “Keep reading, Velrik. The path hasn’t shown itself yet.”

Velrik watched him stand up and move away, his mind still turning. It wasn’t until the man had nearly reached the entrance that he realized something.

“Wait,” he called while standing up, keeping his voice low enough not to disturb the other patrons. “What’s your name?”

The man paused and glanced back, that lopsided smile firmly in place. “Gareth,” he said. “And I have a feeling we’ll be seeing each other again.”

Then he was gone, slipping through the heavy doors and out into the fading afternoon light.

Velrik stared after him for a long moment, the book still open in his lap. The fire crackled beside him, casting dancing shadows across the pages, but he barely noticed.

Gareth.

The name meant nothing to him. But the man himself—the way he moved, the things he knew, the careful way he revealed information while concealing his true purpose—meant something. Velrik just couldn’t determine what.

He looked back down at the book, and a thought struck him.

He had never seen this book before. In nearly a year of working in this library, of shelving and sorting and organizing countless volumes, he had never once come across it. And now here it was, appearing on a shelf where it didn’t belong, the same day that Gareth chose to strike up another conversation.

Too convenient to be coincidence.

Then Gareth’s words returned: Keep reading, Velrik. The path hasn’t shown itself yet. But he had nearly reached the end of the short manual, there was nothing left to read.

Then Velrik’s ears perked up when he noticed something. Gareth used his name. He’d never given it to him.

He flipped to the back of the book, where a card pocket was normally glued to the inside cover—the small paper sleeve that held the record of who had borrowed a volume and when. Every book in the library had one. Orlin was meticulous about such things.

This book had no pocket. No card. No record of ownership at all.

Instead, tucked into the crease between the last page and the back cover, he found a small piece of folded paper.

His fingers trembled slightly as he drew it out. The paper was creased but clean, the edges crisp, as though it had been placed there recently. He unfolded it carefully, smoothing it flat against the open book.

Three words, written in a neat and deliberate hand:

Northwood Park. Dusk.

That was all. No name, no explanation, no indication of who had written it or why. Just a location and a time.

Velrik turned the note over, but the back was blank. He studied the handwriting—precise strokes, even spacing, the kind of penmanship that came from practice and discipline. It told him nothing about the writer except that they were careful.

His tail twitched as he considered the implications.

Northwood Park. He knew that place, though he had never visited it himself. It sat in the upper reaches of the city, in the wealthy district where noble families kept their townhouses and merchants with too much coin tried to pass themselves off as gentry. The kind of neighborhood where guards patrolled regularly and anyone who looked out of place was questioned.

Not a place for someone like him. Not without a good reason.

His first instinct was to suspect Gareth. The book had appeared too conveniently, its contents too perfectly aligned with the man’s conversation. And now this note, hidden where only someone who read the whole book would find it? It was too deliberate to dismiss.

If Gareth had orchestrated this, it was a test of some kind. A way to see whether Velrik would follow a trail of breadcrumbs into the unknown. And if someone else had placed the note—if this was something separate, something unconnected—then discovering the truth required going.

He exhaled slowly through his nose, rolling the paper between his fingers. The logical choice was to ignore it. To set the book aside, return to his normal routine, and pretend he had never found anything. That was the safe choice. The sensible choice.

But Velrik had spent years being safe and sensible, and it had gotten him nothing but countless days of walking to the library and back home.

He folded the note and slipped it into his pocket, then closed the book and smoothed a hand over its worn cover. Whatever this was—test, trap, or opportunity—he would rather discover the truth on his own terms than spend the rest of his life wondering.

The fire popped beside him, sending a small shower of sparks up the chimney. Outside the tall windows, the afternoon light had begun to fade, the sky deepening toward the purple edge of evening.

Dusk was coming.

The other patrons had begun to drift out in ones and twos, gathering their belongings and pulling on coats against the chill that waited outside. Velrik watched them go, tracking their movements with the absent attention of long habit. None of them glanced at him. None of them seemed to notice the small figure in the worn cloak leaving from his spot by the fire.

He tucked the book under his arm and made his way through the stacks toward the back entrance. The route was one he had walked hundreds of times in the months since Orlin had given him work.

The cold hit him the moment he stepped outside. Not the gentle chill of autumn, but something sharper—the first true bite of the winter to come. His breath misted in the air before him, and he pulled his hood up over his ears without thinking, the gesture automatic after so many months of practice.

The streets of the middle district were quieter than usual. Merchants hurried past with their heads down, eager to reach home before full dark. Lanterns were already being lit in the windows of shops and residences, golden pools of warmth that made the shadows between them seem darker by comparison.

Velrik moved through those shadows with the ease of long practice.

He had learned this city’s rhythms over the past year—where the crowds gathered and when they dispersed, which streets were busy at which hours, which alleys offered shortcuts and which were best avoided. The knowledge had accumulated gradually, absorbed through observation and experience rather than deliberate study. But now, making his way toward a part of the city he had never visited, he was grateful for every lesson.

The transition between districts happened gradually, marked not by walls or gates but by subtle shifts in quality. The cobblestones grew more even, the gaps between them mortared smooth. The buildings stood taller, their facades freshly painted, their windows made of real glass. The people changed too—better clothes, more confident postures, voices that carried easy authority.

Velrik kept his head down and his steps measured.

The book’s lessons echoed in his mind as he walked. The key to vanishing is not in speed, but in expectation and perception. He didn’t try to hide. He didn’t dart from shadow to shadow or press himself against walls. He simply walked, his pace unhurried, his posture suggesting nothing more than a servant running an errand before the day’s end.

People saw what they expected to see. A small, cloaked figure was unremarkable in a city full of servants and messengers. As long as he didn’t draw attention—didn’t move too quickly, didn’t meet anyone’s eyes—no one would think to look twice.

The upper district announced itself with wider streets and larger estates set back behind iron fences. Trees lined the boulevards here, their branches bare now but their trunks thick with age, as though they had been standing since before the city grew up around them. Lamplighters were already at work, moving from post to post with their long poles, and Velrik watched one snap his fingers to ignite a wick without touching it.

Magic. Still strange to see it used so casually.

Northwood Park occupied the center of a square, surrounded on all sides by the townhouses of families wealthy enough to afford a view of greenery. The park itself was modest—a few acres of manicured lawn, gravel paths winding between carefully tended flower beds, benches placed at intervals beneath the branches of old oaks and elms. In spring and summer, Velrik imagined it would be beautiful. Now, in the deepening cold of late autumn, it held a stark, quiet dignity—the trees stripped of their leaves, the flower beds turned to bare earth, the fountain at the center silent and drained for winter.

He paused at the edge of the square, taking in the scene from a narrow side street. The park’s iron fence was low, more decorative than protective, and the gates stood open despite the late hour. Guards patrolled the surrounding streets, but none of them seemed interested in the park itself—their attention focused outward, toward the residences they were paid to protect.

Velrik waited, watching, letting his eyes adjust to the interplay of lantern light and shadow. The book’s lessons circled through his mind: observe before acting, understand the terrain before committing, know where the dangers lie before exposing yourself to them.

No guards in the park. No obvious traps. Just open space, winding paths, and a handful of lingering visitors enjoying the final moments of daylight.

He entered through a gap in the low hedge that bordered the square, his paws silent on the frost-touched grass. The sky above wore brilliant shades of orange and purple, the sun’s final rays casting long shadows across the paths. Lanterns had been lit along the walkways, spilling soft golden light over the benches and the decorative fountain at the park’s center.

A few figures still lingered—an elderly man walking a small dog, a young couple strolling arm in arm toward the far exit, a woman in a fine coat sitting alone on a bench. None of them paid him any attention as he made his way through the deepening dusk. They were too absorbed in their own concerns to notice anything outside the boundaries of their expectations.

They don’t see me because they’re not looking for me, Velrik thought. They’re not looking for anything except what they already expect to find.

He found Gareth almost immediately.

The man lounged on a bench beneath the spreading branches of an ancient elm, one leg crossed over the other, arms draped across the backrest as though he hadn’t a care in the world. His expression was relaxed, almost bored, as he watched the last of the parkgoers wander past. He looked nothing like the figure who had appeared in the library—he looked like a minor nobleman enjoying the evening air, taking a moment to rest before heading home to dinner.

Velrik slowed his steps, considering his approach. Last time they had spoken, Gareth had caught him off guard. He had been surprised, defensive, uncertain how to respond. This time would be different. This time he would take the initiative.

He stepped off the gravel path and onto the grass, keeping his weight balanced and his movements silent. The evening air was crisp, carrying the scent of fallen leaves and distant woodsmoke, and the murmur of conversation from the surrounding streets helped mask the soft sound of his paws against the ground. He moved closer, slipping between trees, using the shifting lantern light to his advantage.

The bench was only a dozen paces away now. Gareth hadn’t moved, hadn’t looked up, hadn’t given any sign that he knew someone was approaching. A few more steps and—

“Don’t exert yourself, Velrik,” Gareth said without shifting his gaze.

Velrik halted mid-step, his body going rigid with surprise.

“You’re not bad,” Gareth continued, finally glancing over with an amused expression. “But you’re approaching this like a predator. That’s your flaw. The best thieves aren’t hunters.” He turned to face Velrik fully, that assessing look settling into his eyes. “They’re ghosts.”

Velrik straightened, letting out a slow breath. There was no point pretending now. He stepped out of the shadows and into full view.

Gareth chuckled. “Come. Sit.”

Velrik hesitated for a moment—old instincts warring with newer curiosity—before crossing the remaining distance and settling onto the bench beside the man. The wood was cold beneath him, but he barely noticed.

A silence settled between them, filled only with the rustle of bare branches and the distant sound of hooves on cobblestones somewhere beyond the park’s borders. Gareth seemed content to wait, giving Velrik space to speak first. But when it became clear that Velrik was holding out for answers, the man relented.

“You passed,” he said simply.

Velrik turned to look at him. “So, it was a test?”

“Of course.” Gareth’s tone held no apology. “And I don’t waste my time on people who won’t yield results.” He tilted his head slightly. “You found the book. You read it. You gave the right answers. And when faced with the unknown—” he gestured at the park around them, “—you followed rather than running.” A faint smile. “That tells me you’re worth investing in.”

Velrik’s eyes narrowed. “Investing in what, exactly?”

Gareth leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You have talent. A sharp mind. Keen instincts. You see the world through a lens that most people don’t even know exists.” He nodded toward the book still tucked under Velrik’s arm. “That’s why you were drawn to that text. That’s why you came here tonight instead of going home to your friends.”

The mention of his friends sent a prickle across Velrik’s shoulders. How much did this man know? How long had he been watching?

“I’ve seen you in the market,” Gareth continued, as if reading the tension in his posture. “In the streets, in the library, moving through the city like you’re trying to be invisible. You’re good at it—better than you realize. But you’re wasting your potential scraping up library wages and borrowed kindness.”

The words stung more than Velrik expected. He kept his expression neutral, but his tail twitched beneath his cloak, betraying him.

“What are you offering?” he asked carefully.

“A chance.”

Gareth leaned back against the bench, his posture opening.

“You can continue as you are. Keep working at the library. Keep relying on your friends to cover the rent. Keep waiting for opportunity to present itself while the years slip past.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Or you can learn. Really learn. Not just from books, but from experience. Develop your talents, become something more than a curiosity or a charity case, and maybe—someday—have the means to pursue what you actually want.”

Velrik’s chest tightened. The man’s words cut closer to the bone than he wanted to admit. He thought of the house they shared, of Lisa and the others working their jobs while he earned a few coins shelving books. He thought of the nights he lay awake wondering how he would ever find his way back to Vaelwyn, how he would cross oceans and deserts with nothing but hope and desperation to guide him.

“What would I have to do?” he asked, half expecting something criminal.

Gareth shook his head. “I’m not talking about snatching purses from old ladies or picking pockets for spare coins. That’s amateur work—risky, low reward, likely to get you arrested or worse.”

He paused, his expression growing more serious. “I’m talking about playing the long game. Understanding how power works in a city like this. Learning to move through places you shouldn’t be able to enter and leave without anyone knowing you were there. Building wealth—real wealth, the kind that lets you walk away when you choose to, that lets you help the people you care about instead of depending on them.”

Velrik said nothing, but his body had gone very still. Gareth held his gaze.

“And not just wealth. There are people in this city who need help—people like you, people like your friends. People who’ve been cast aside, exploited, or forgotten. I don’t plan to teach you to prey on the innocent.” His hand curled into a fist at his side, a brief flash of something hard beneath the easy manner. “I plan to teach you how to take advantage of those who deserve it.”

Velrik sat with this for a moment, turning the words over. It was everything he had wanted to hear and nothing he had expected. The opportunity felt too perfect, too precisely tailored to his situation. Which meant either Gareth was extraordinarily perceptive, or he had been watching for far longer than Velrik had realized.

“What’s the catch?” he asked.

Gareth’s grin returned. “Smart question.” He settled back more comfortably. “No catch. Just expectations. If you agree, I’ll be your teacher. You’ll listen, you’ll learn, and you won’t waste my time.” His gaze sharpened. “I’ll show you the trade, but you have to prove yourself worthy of the effort. I’m not in the business of training people who give up when things get difficult. If you give up, that’s it. I’m gone.”

Velrik exhaled slowly. This wasn’t merely an opportunity—it was a risk. A leap into something unknown, guided by a man he had met twice and knew almost nothing about. The cautious part of him screamed warnings: this could be a trap, a scheme, a way to use him for purposes he didn’t understand.

But another part—the part that had survived five years of slavery, that had learned to read people and situations, that had kept him alive when everything conspired to destroy him—saw something else in Gareth’s eyes. Not cruelty. Not deception. Something more like recognition. As though the man saw in Velrik a reflection of something he valued.

And besides—what did he really have to lose? His life here was comfortable, but it wasn’t leading anywhere. The library couldn’t teach him how to cross an ocean. Lisa’s wages wouldn’t buy passage on a ship. If he wanted to find his way home, he needed more than what he had.

He met Gareth’s gaze and held it.

“Alright,” he said.

Gareth’s smile widened. “Good.” He stood and stretched, movements casual and unhurried. “Meet me here tomorrow night. Same time, same place. We’ll begin then.”

Velrik nodded, his heart beating faster than he wanted to admit.

Gareth turned to leave, then paused and looked back over his shoulder. “One more thing. Don’t tell your friends about this—not yet.” He held up a hand before Velrik could protest. “Not because I’m asking you to keep secrets, but because you don’t have anything to tell them yet. Wait until you’ve learned something worth sharing. Then decide how much you want them to know.”

Before Velrik could respond, Gareth was moving—crossing the park with the easy stride of someone who belonged everywhere and nowhere, fading into the deepening shadows between the lamplights until he was gone.

Velrik sat alone on the bench, the book still pressed against his chest, the cold seeping through his cloak and into his fur. The sky had darkened fully now, stars beginning to emerge between the scattered clouds, and somewhere in the distance a church bell tolled the hour.

He should go home. Lisa would worry if he was too late, and he had no good explanation for where he had been. The thought of lying to her—of evading her questions, of hiding something this significant—sat heavy in his stomach.

But Gareth was right about one thing: he had nothing to tell her yet. Nothing except a strange encounter, a mysterious book, and a choice that might change everything.

He rose from the bench and pulled his hood up against the cold.

Tomorrow night, he would return. Tomorrow night, he would begin learning whatever Gareth had to teach.

And then—maybe—he would finally have something worth sharing.

The walk home passed in a blur of cold streets and scattered thoughts. By the time he reached the door of their house, the last of the twilight had faded into true night, and his fingers were stiff with cold as he lifted the latch.

Warmth spilled out to greet him. The smell of cooking food, the crackle of fire, the sound of voices he knew as well as his own. Lisa looked up from her seat by the hearth, and the tension in her shoulders eased when she saw him.

“You’re late,” she said, but there was no accusation in it—only relief.

“I had to help Orlin,” Velrik replied. It wasn’t quite a lie. He had helped Orlin today.

She studied him for a moment, her gaze searching his face for something he couldn’t name. Then she smiled and rose, crossing to the pot that hung over the fire.

“Sit down. Dinner’s ready.”

Velrik shed his cloak and hung it on the hook by the door, then took his usual spot at the table. The wood was warm from the nearby fire, and he rested his hands flat against it, letting the heat seep into his stiff fingers.

Across from him, Mira was tuning her lute, humming a melody he didn’t recognize—something wistful and minor-keyed that suited the darkening evening. Dain sat in the corner, sharpening a knife with slow, practiced strokes, the rasp of metal against stone a steady counterpoint to the fire’s crackle. Joren was nowhere to be seen—still at the stables, probably, working late to earn the extra coin that came with winter preparations the city guard required.

“Find anything good today?” Lisa asked as she ladled stew into bowls. “You’ve been spending a lot of time in those dusty stacks lately.”

The question was innocent—Lisa always asked about his reading—but tonight it felt like a beam of light swinging toward a place he wanted to keep dark.

“A few things,” he said carefully. “Tactics, mostly. And some philosophy.”

It wasn’t a lie. The book certainly touched on both subjects, even if its primary purpose was something else entirely.

Lisa set a bowl in front of him, steam rising from the thick stew. She paused there for a moment, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder, and something in the gesture tightened the space behind his ribs. She had been with him through everything—through the manor and the flight and the difficult months of learning to live as free people in a city that didn’t want them. She trusted him. She believed in him.

And he was starting to keep secrets from her.

“Eat up,” she said softly. “You look cold.”

He picked up his spoon and began to eat, letting the warmth of the food spread through him. The stew was simple—vegetables and a little meat, stretched thin to make the coin last through the winter—but it tasted like safety. Like home.

Around him, the others settled into their evening routines. Mira played a quiet song, her fingers dancing over the strings. Dain finished with his knife and began cleaning the blade with a soft cloth. Lisa took her seat beside Velrik and ate in comfortable silence, her presence a steady anchor against the uncertainty coiling in his mind.

Everything was the same as it had been this morning, and yesterday, and the day before.

But Velrik knew, with a certainty that settled deep in his bones, that something had changed. A door had opened somewhere in the darkness ahead of him, and he had taken the first step through.

He just didn’t know yet whether it led somewhere worth going.

The fire crackled. The music played. And somewhere out in the cold night, Gareth was waiting for tomorrow to come.

Velrik finished his stew and set the bowl aside. He carried the book upstairs when the evening wound down, lifting the loose floorboard and tucking it beside the satchel that held the collar and his parents’ drawing. The space beneath the boards was deep enough for all of it—the pieces of his past and, perhaps, the beginning of his future.

He lay down on his bed and pulled the blanket to his chin. Sleep came slowly, as it always did when his mind refused to quiet.

The morning came gray and early, light filtering through the shutters and pulling Velrik from dreams he couldn’t quite hold onto. He lay still for a moment, staring at the ceiling, letting the events of the previous night settle back into his mind. The book. The note. Gareth’s offer. The choice he had made, sitting on that cold bench beneath the elm tree while the stars emerged overhead.

It still felt real. Sometimes the most significant moments had a way of fading by morning, becoming hazy and uncertain. But this remained solid, present, waiting for him to act on it.

He rose and dressed quickly, his movements quiet so as not to wake anyone else. He checked the floorboard to make sure the book was still there, then headed downstairs. Lisa was already awake, preparing breakfast by the hearth, and he slipped past her with a murmured greeting before heading out into the cold morning air.

The day passed agonizingly slowly.

Velrik moved through the library’s routines with mechanical precision—shelving books, answering questions from patrons, helping Orlin sort through a new shipment of texts that had arrived from Rhenmark. His hands performed the tasks without thought, leaving his mind free to wander through the hours that still separated him from evening.

He had thought about bringing the book with him, but something had stopped him—a wariness about being seen with it again. Gareth had said most people wouldn’t be caught reading it in public. Better not to test that observation twice.

When Lisa had asked about his plans for the evening, the lie had come easier than he expected.

“Orlin asked me to stay late,” he had said, keeping his voice casual. “Some nobles from the upper district are using the reading room tonight, and he needs someone to keep the fires stoked and fetch anything they require.” He had shrugged, tilting his ears in a way he hoped conveyed mild annoyance. “It might go until late. Don’t wait up.”

Lisa had frowned slightly, her brow creasing with concern. “That’s a long time to be working. Will you be alright?”

“I’ll be fine,” he had replied.

She had accepted it, though something in her eyes had lingered—a question she hadn’t asked, a doubt she hadn’t voiced. Velrik had felt the weight of her trust pressing against his chest as he left for the library that morning, heavier than any collar had ever been.

Now, as the afternoon light began its slow fade toward evening, he counted the hours.

The library emptied gradually as dusk approached. Patrons gathered their belongings and departed in small groups, their conversations fading into the quiet that always descended as night drew near. Orlin retired to his quarters on the upper floor, leaving Velrik alone among the stacks with only the fire’s crackle for company.

He waited until the streets were quieter, then slipped out through the back door and into the cold.

The night air bit at his ears as he stepped into the alley behind the library, sharp enough to make him pull his hood up immediately. His breath misted before him in small clouds that dispersed into the darkness. Winter had settled into the city in earnest now, and thankfully his coat had grown thick and warm with the season.

The route to Northwood Park was the same one he had walked the night before, though the city wore a different face after dark. His paws carried him through the middle district’s winding streets, past shuttered shops and lamplit windows, into the wider boulevards of the wealthy quarter where guards stood at corners and eyed passing figures with professional suspicion.

Velrik kept his head down and his pace unhurried. A servant running an errand—he carried a burlap sack he had found behind the library to sell the illusion. Nothing worth noticing, nothing worth stopping.

The park’s iron gates stood open as before. He slipped through and made his way across the frost-touched grass, keeping to the shadows between the lanterns. The bench beneath the elm tree was visible from here—and so was Gareth, seated exactly where he had been the night before, his attention seemingly focused on the stars emerging overhead.

Velrik paused, considering.

Last time, he had approached like a predator stalking prey—direct, purposeful, announcing his presence through the very act of trying to conceal it. Gareth had seen through that immediately.

Tonight, he would try something different.

Instead of approaching the bench directly, he circled wide around the park’s perimeter, keeping the trees between himself and Gareth’s line of sight. The grass was soft beneath his paws, muffling even the faintest sound. He moved slowly, patiently, matching his pace to the rustle of wind through bare branches so that his footsteps blended with the ambient noise.

He came around from the side, using the elm’s broad trunk as cover, then dropped low and crept forward. His cloak dragged slightly against the ground, but he adjusted, lifting it with one hand to prevent the fabric from catching. Five feet away. Three. He paused to see if Gareth had caught on. Two—

“You’re thinking too much.”

Velrik froze.

Gareth hadn’t moved. Hadn’t turned. He sat exactly as he had been, his voice carrying the same mild amusement as before.

“Better approach this time,” the man continued, finally glancing over his shoulder. “You used the wind, masked your footsteps, came from an unexpected angle. But you hesitated at the end—tried to time your final advance too perfectly.” He turned more fully. “Perfection is the enemy of invisibility. A ghost doesn’t wait for the right moment. It simply moves, because it knows it won’t be seen regardless.”

Velrik straightened slowly, brushing frost from his knees. “How did you know I was there?”

“I didn’t. Not until you stopped.” Gareth rose from the bench, stretching his arms above his head. “Movement in the peripheral is easy to miss when it matches the movement around it—the eye isn’t built to track it like that. But stillness? Stillness creates a void where motion should be. The mind notices that something doesn’t fit, even if it can’t identify what.”

He turned to face Velrik fully, his expression shifting from amusement to something more serious. “That’s your second lesson. The first was about perception—making others see what you want. This one is simpler: don’t hesitate and never stop moving until you’re somewhere where stillness is expected.”

Velrik filed this away alongside everything else he had absorbed. The book had described similar principles but hearing them explained in context—understanding why they worked rather than simply that they worked—made them feel more solid.

“Now,” Gareth said, pulling his coat tighter against the cold. “Let’s begin properly. We have a lot of ground to cover tonight.”

He turned and began walking without waiting for a response, his long strides carrying him toward the park’s far edge. Velrik followed, his shorter legs working to keep pace, his mind still turning over the lesson about stillness and movement. He wondered how much a human’s eyes differed from his own in these conditions. For now, all he could do was watch and listen and absorb whatever Gareth chose to teach him.

They left the park through a gap in the hedge that Velrik hadn’t noticed during his approach—a narrow opening, barely visible in the darkness, that led into an alley between two tall townhouses. The transition from manicured lawn to cramped urban passage happened in the space of three steps, and suddenly the upper district’s carefully maintained facades gave way to something rawer.

The city wore a different face after dark.

Velrik had walked these streets only a couple of times, and they had always seemed bright and well kept. Now, following Gareth through a maze of alleys and side passages, he discovered a Montressa he had never known existed.

They moved quickly but not hurriedly, their pace set by Gareth’s long strides that Velrik had to half-jog to match. The man seemed to know every turn, every shortcut, every gap between buildings wide enough to slip through. He navigated without hesitation, never pausing to check his bearings, never doubling back.

“The city is built in layers,” Gareth said as they ducked through a narrow gap between two warehouses, entering the middle district. “The surface is what everyone sees—streets, shops, churches, the places where respectable people do respectable business. But beneath that, there’s another city entirely. Passages that don’t appear on any map. Buildings abandoned so long that most people have forgotten they exist. Connections between places that seem unrelated but share walls, cellars, or roof access.”

He checked both directions at the mouth of an alley before continuing. “Learn the hidden city, and you can move anywhere without being seen. Disappear in one district and emerge in another with no one the wiser.”

They descended a set of crumbling stone steps into what Velrik initially took for a basement. But instead of walls closing in around them, the space opened up—a vaulted tunnel stretching away into darkness, its floor running with a thin stream of water that reflected the lantern light in rippling patterns.

“The old waterways,” Gareth said, his voice echoing slightly off the curved ceiling. “Built centuries ago, before the current sewer system. Most have been blocked or filled in, but some still run clear. This one connects to the Alora River about half a mile east. Comes out near the docks.”

Velrik’s nose wrinkled at the smell—damp stone and stagnant water, old mud and the faint sourness of waste. But beneath those scents, he caught something else: fresh air, distant and faint, carrying the unmistakable coolness of the river.

His ears swiveled forward, tracking sounds that seemed to come from impossible distances. The drip of water somewhere ahead. The skitter of small creatures—rats, probably—fleeing from their approach. The dull murmur of the city above, filtered through layers of stone until it became barely more than a vibration.

“Your senses are better than mine down here,” Gareth observed, watching him. “Can you tell which direction leads to the river?”

Velrik hesitated, then pointed ahead and slightly to the right. “That way. The air moves from there. And I can hear water—more water than this stream. Flowing stronger.”

Gareth nodded. “Good. You’ll find that useful. In the dark, when you can’t see or don’t have light, those senses become your greatest advantage. Most humans stumble blindly in places like this. You won’t.”

They continued through the tunnel, Gareth’s lantern casting dancing shadows on the curved walls. Velrik paid attention to every turn, every branching passage, every landmark that might help him find his way back. A rusted iron grate here. A pile of collapsed masonry there. Symbols scratched into the stone—Gareth’s marks, Velrik realized, a private language of directions and warnings that would mean nothing to anyone who didn’t know how to read them.

Eventually, the tunnel opened onto a wider channel, and Velrik heard what he had sensed earlier: the rush of the Alora River flowing past the tunnel’s mouth, its dark water glinting with reflected lantern light from the docks above.

“One exit,” Gareth said, gesturing toward the river. “There are others. I’ll show you more as we continue. The point is this: always know your escape routes. Always have more than one way out of any situation. If you’re ever being chased, if things go wrong, you need to disappear faster than anyone can follow.”

They climbed back up to street level through a different route—a series of ladders and narrow passages that emerged in the courtyard of an abandoned building. The structure had clearly been grand once, its facade still showing traces of carved stonework and decorative columns. Now the windows were dark and empty, the roof partially collapsed, weeds growing through cracks in the flagstones.

“Safe house,” Gareth said simply. “One of several I keep throughout the city. The building is owned by a merchant who lives in Rhenmark and hasn’t visited in years. The locals think it’s haunted, and nobody wants to buy it.”

Inside, the decay was less complete than the exterior suggested. Someone—Gareth, presumably—had cleared one of the lower rooms and made it habitable. A pallet in the corner. A small iron stove for heat. Supplies stacked against the walls: preserved food, water, blankets, a change of clothes.

“When things go wrong,” Gareth explained, “you need places to hide. Not just for hours—sometimes for days. Safe houses give you that. A place to wait out pursuit, to tend wounds, to plan your next move.” He gestured around the room. “You should start building your own network. Find places that are overlooked, forgotten, abandoned. Stock them with what you might need. Spread them throughout the city so you’re never far from shelter.” He gave Velrik a pointed look. “Though you might want to put more effort into not being seen in the first place. Aren’t many others like you here.”

Velrik walked slowly around the room, taking in the details. The stove’s chimney was concealed—its smoke channeled through a series of pipes that emerged from a different part of the building entirely, making it impossible to trace the fire’s source from outside. The windows had been covered from within, creating the impression of emptiness while actually providing shelter.

Clever. Practical. The kind of thinking the book had described in theory, made real through application.

“I’ll show you more locations over the coming weeks,” Gareth continued. “And how to identify good candidates on your own. For now, remember this one. If you’re ever in trouble in this part of the city, you can come here.”

They spent another hour moving through the night, Gareth pointing out features of the urban landscape that Velrik had never noticed: the building with the loose drainpipe that could be climbed to reach the rooftops, the merchant’s yard with the gap in its fence, the church whose crypt connected to an older tunnel system, the bridge where shadows pooled deep enough to hide in even when the moon was bright.

By the time they parted ways—Gareth disappearing into the darkness with his usual quiet efficiency—Velrik’s head was swimming with new information. His legs ached from the constant movement, and his fur was damp with mist from the tunnels.

But something in his chest felt lighter than it had in months.

He was learning. Growing. Becoming something more than what he had been.

And tomorrow night, he would learn more still.

The days began to blur together as winter deepened.

Velrik maintained his routines at the library—shelving books, helping patrons, reading during quiet hours—but his mind was increasingly elsewhere. He found himself noticing things he had overlooked before: the way guards changed shifts, the patterns of foot traffic through different districts, the buildings with easy roof access and the alleys that connected to less-traveled passages.

The lies came easier now, though they never stopped weighing on him.

Lisa accepted his explanations without pressing—late nights at the library, special projects for Orlin, extra work that paid a few coins more than usual. She trusted him, and that trust cut deeper every time he invoked it. But the alternative was worse. Telling her the truth would mean explaining what he was learning and why, and he wasn’t ready for that conversation. Not yet. Not until he had something to show for it.

His training with Gareth shifted from nighttime excursions to daytime lessons. They met in crowded markets and busy squares, in places where Velrik could practice blending and misdirection while surrounded by the chaos of ordinary life.

“That man,” Gareth said one afternoon, nodding toward a merchant whose stall overflowed with fabrics in bright colors. “Describe him.”

Velrik studied the target from the corner of his eye. “Middle-aged. Heavy build. Wears rings on three fingers—gold, I think, or brass made to look like gold. Keeps his coin purse on his right hip, tied with a double knot. He counts his change twice before giving it to customers, but he doesn’t watch them once the transaction is done.”

“Good. Now, what’s on his belt besides the purse?”

Velrik looked again, more carefully this time. “A knife. Small, probably for cutting fabric. And something else—a folded cloth, maybe? Or a pouch.”

“A silk bag,” Gareth confirmed. “Merchants use them to carry swatches of their most expensive fabrics. That one’s worth more than everything in his coin purse combined.” He turned to face Velrik directly. “Take it.”

Velrik didn’t move. Instead, he studied the merchant again, watching the rhythm of his movements behind the stall.

“What did he do?” Velrik asked.

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”

“You said you don’t teach me to take advantage of everyone. That there are people who deserve it and people who don’t.” Velrik met his gaze steadily. “So what did this merchant do? Why does he deserve to lose that bag?”

A slow smile spread across Gareth’s face—not his usual lopsided smirk, but something warmer. Something that looked like pride.

“He didn’t do anything,” Gareth admitted.

Velrik blinked. “Then why?”

“To see if you’d follow orders blindly or think for yourself.” Gareth began walking, gesturing for Velrik to follow. “Most people, when they’re learning from someone they respect, stop asking questions. They assume their teacher knows best and do whatever they’re told. That’s dangerous. In this work, blind obedience gets people killed—or worse, it turns them into the kind of predator they should be hunting.”

They moved through the crowd together, and Gareth’s voice dropped lower. “Information is everything. Before you take anything from anyone, you need to know who they are, what they’ve done, and whether they deserve what’s coming to them. Sometimes the answer is yes—they’ve cheated others, exploited the weak, built wealth through cruelty or corruption. Those are fair targets. Sometimes the answer is no—they’re just people trying to survive. Understanding the difference is what separates us from common thieves.”

Velrik absorbed this, turning the lesson over in his mind. It aligned with what he had sensed about Gareth from the beginning—that the man operated according to a code, even if that code existed outside the law.

“How do you know?” he asked. “How do you find out who deserves it?”

“Research. Observation. Inquiry.” Gareth shrugged. “The wealthy love to talk about each other. Servants gossip. Business rivals keep records of every dirty deal their competitors have made. If you know where to look and who to ask, you can learn almost anything about almost anyone.”

They stopped at a food vendor’s cart, and Gareth purchased two meat pies. The transaction was unremarkable, but Velrik noticed how Gareth positioned himself during the exchange: angled so that his face was partially shadowed and his hands always visible, never reaching toward the vendor’s coin box. Always managing what others saw, even when there was nothing to hide.

“Now,” Gareth said, handing Velrik his pie, “let me tell you about someone who does deserve our attention.”

He described a merchant in the lower market district who dealt in fabric but also in remedies and tonics—selling colored water and ground chalk as cures for everything from fever to failing eyesight, at prices the poor could barely afford. Worse, the man had been counterfeiting fabric marks, sewing the labels of reputable weavers onto cheap imports and undercutting legitimate merchants who couldn’t prove what he was doing.

“So, we steal from him,” Velrik said.

“More than that.” Gareth’s eyes glinted. “We take his records. The evidence of his counterfeiting, his false remedies, his business partners who help him move goods across the city. Then we make sure that evidence reaches the right people—guild inspectors, magistrates, anyone motivated to act.”

Velrik considered this. “And the coin?”

“Whatever we find is ours to keep. Consider it payment for services rendered.” Gareth’s expression turned dry. “The city won’t thank us for exposing him. The people he’s hurt won’t know who to credit. But we’ll know. And we’ll have the means to do more good because of it.”

It wasn’t justice—not the kind that Velrik had imagined justice should look like. But it was something. A way to fight back against cruelty and exploitation, even if the methods were imperfect.

“When?” he asked.

“Soon. You’re not ready yet.” Gareth finished his pie and brushed crumbs from his fingers. “But you’re getting there.”
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Late winter gave way to the first tentative warmth of approaching spring, and Velrik found himself standing in shadows outside a building in the merchant district, watching light flicker behind curtained windows.

The frost still traced patterns on the cobblestones in the hours before dawn, though the cold had loosened its grip over the past weeks. Velrik’s breath misted in the air as he waited, his ears swiveling to track sounds from within the building: footsteps, the clink of glassware, the murmur of voices too distant to understand.

Gareth crouched beside him, equally still, his attention fixed on the building’s rear entrance.

“Two guards at the front,” Velrik reported quietly, drawing on his observations from earlier that evening. “One at the side door—he’s been there since sunset, but he leaves every hour to walk the perimeter. The back entrance is unguarded, but there’s a dog in the yard.”

“The dog?”

“Old. Half-deaf, from the way it reacted when I tested the fence. It didn’t bark.”

Gareth nodded. “Good. What about inside?”

“Three people, I think. The merchant—I can smell his pipe tobacco, the same kind he was smoking in the market last week. Someone else with him, probably a servant or assistant. And a third person on the upper floor—lighter footsteps, moved last about thirty minutes ago. Maybe sleeping.”

This was one of Velrik’s advantages, and he had learned to lean into it. His sense of smell was sharper than any human’s, capable of detecting individual scents and tracking movement by the disturbances in the air. His hearing reached further too, especially in the higher registers where human ears struggled. And his eyes—adapted for dim twilight—could pierce shadows that left Gareth fumbling blind.

“The office is on the ground floor,” Gareth said. “Rear of the building, left side. That’s where he keeps his records. The coin will be there too, if there’s any to find—merchants like him don’t trust banks.”

Velrik nodded, reviewing the layout in his mind. They had scouted the building twice before, once from a distance and once up close, mapping entry points and identifying obstacles. The lock on the rear door was a standard pin-tumbler mechanism—not complex, but requiring patience to pick. The windows were latched from within. The dog was the main concern, but if Velrik moved quickly enough—

“I’ll go first,” he said. “Through the yard, past the dog, in through the back door. Once I’m inside, I’ll signal you from the window.”

“And if something goes wrong?”

“Out the same way I came in. If that’s blocked, through the window. If I can’t reach either, the cellar—there’s a coal chute on the north side that opens onto the alley.”

“Good.” Gareth clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Remember: slow is smooth, smooth is fast. Don’t rush. The moment you start hurrying, you start making mistakes.”

Velrik took a breath, centering himself, then slipped out of the shadows and toward the building’s rear fence.

The dog raised its head as he dropped into the yard, ears perking at the soft sound of his landing. Velrik froze, crouching low, making himself as small and unthreatening as possible. The animal sniffed the air—catching his scent, certainly, but finding nothing it recognized as a threat. After a long moment, it lowered its head back to its paws and closed its eyes.

Velrik waited another ten heartbeats, then crossed the yard in a series of quick, silent steps. The door loomed before him: heavy oak, iron-banded, secured with a lock that gleamed dully in the faint moonlight.

He drew his picks from the pouch at his belt—a gift from Gareth, along with hours of patient instruction in their use. The lock was stubborn, its pins worn smooth by years of use, but he worked through them methodically, feeling each one click into place. Tension wrench steady. Pick moving in small increments. Testing, adjusting, testing again.

The lock clicked open.

He eased the door inward, holding his breath, listening for any reaction from within. Nothing. The house was quiet save for the distant murmur of voices from somewhere upstairs. He stepped in, closed the door, and locked it behind him.

The hallway beyond was dark—completely dark, the kind of blackness that would have been impenetrable to human eyes. But Velrik could see: shapes resolving from shadow, doorways opening to either side, a staircase at the far end leading up to the sleeping quarters.

He moved through the darkness like water through stone, his paws making no sound on the wooden floor. The office door was where Gareth had said it would be, and it too was locked—but this one was simpler, yielding to his picks in moments.

Inside, he found what they had come for.

The merchant’s desk dominated the room, its surface covered with paper and ledgers. A strongbox sat beneath it, locked with a mechanism more complex than the doors had been. Velrik studied it for a moment, then drew a different pick—a thinner one, with a hooked end—and began working behind the tumblers.

The scent of ink and paper surrounded him, underlaid by the faint chemical odor of the tonics the merchant sold. He could smell the man’s presence too—the lingering traces of sweat and tobacco, the pomade he used in his hair. It was like reading a story written in scent, a portrait of the merchant’s life and habits that no ledger could capture.

The strongbox opened.

Inside: coin, as expected—a substantial amount, more than Velrik had imagined. But more importantly, there were documents. Contracts bearing the forged signatures they had anticipated. Receipts for materials that didn’t match the products being sold. Letters from partners discussing the counterfeiting operation in terms too clear to misinterpret.

Velrik gathered everything that mattered, stuffing it into the bag he had brought. The coin he divided: some for himself, some scattered through the room as though the strongbox had been hastily rifled, making the theft look like the work of a common burglar rather than someone with specific targets.

He was almost finished when his ears caught a sound from above: footsteps, heavier than before, moving toward the stairs.

Someone was coming.

His heart slammed against his ribs. He had seconds, maybe less. The footsteps were descending now, the creak of old wood marking each step.

He crossed to the window and opened it with a quick, practiced motion. Gareth was waiting in the shadows below, his face barely visible in the darkness. Velrik dropped the bag to him, then pulled himself up onto the sill and slipped through, dropping to the ground just as a light bloomed in the hallway behind him.

They ran.

Not frantically—that would have drawn attention—but quickly, steadily, putting distance between themselves and the building before settling into a normal pace. Behind them, Velrik heard a shout, then the dog finally barking, then the sounds of confusion as the household woke to discover what had happened.

By the time anyone thought to raise an alarm, they were three streets away, vanishing into the maze of alleys that Velrik now knew as well as the library’s stacks.

They reached one of the safe houses—not the first one Velrik had been shown, but another, smaller, hidden in the basement of an abandoned tannery. Only when the door was closed and locked behind them did Velrik allow himself to breathe.

He leaned against the wall, feeling the stone cold and rough through his cloak. His hands were shaking—not from fear, exactly, but from the slow release of tension that had held his body rigid since he’d dropped into that yard. The adrenaline was ebbing now, leaving behind a strange lightness, as if his bones had been hollowed out and filled with something warm.

I did it.

The thought settled into him gradually, displacing the trembling. He had broken into a building, cracked a strongbox, stolen documents and coin, and escaped without being caught. Months ago, the idea would have been unthinkable. Now it was real, solid, accomplished.

Gareth was watching him with an expression that held genuine warmth. “Well done,” he said, and the words made something glow in Velrik’s chest. “The documents?”

Velrik pointed to the bag. “Everything that was in the box. Contracts, receipts, letters. Enough to ruin him. I scattered some coin on the floor too, to make it seem amateur.”

Gareth nodded, satisfaction evident in his expression. “We’ll pass these along tomorrow. The guild inspectors will have them by week’s end. He’ll be out of business within a month, if not in prison.”

“And the coin?”

“Yours to keep. Consider it payment for your first job well done.”

Velrik looked down at the bag Gareth handed him, feeling the weight of the coins within. It was more money than he had ever held at once—enough to buy food for weeks, to contribute meaningfully to the household, to stop feeling like a burden on Lisa and the others.

But that wasn’t why he felt proud.

The merchant had hurt people. Had cheated them, poisoned them, stolen from them through lies and false promises. And now he would face consequences—not because the law had caught up with him, but because someone had chosen to act.

Because he had chosen to act.

“You did well tonight,” Gareth said, settling into the room’s single chair. “Better than I expected for a first real job.”

“My ears helped,” Velrik admitted. “And my nose. I could track movement through the building without ever seeing anyone.”

“Your senses are an advantage, but they’re not what made tonight work.” Gareth leaned forward, his expression serious. “What made tonight successful was preparation, observation, and patience. You took the time to understand the target, plan your approach, and anticipate problems before they arose. Those are skills that have nothing to do with what you were born with.”

Velrik considered this. It was true—his Vulpin traits had helped, but they wouldn’t have meant anything if he hadn’t known how to use them. The weeks of training, the hours of practice, the lessons in perception and movement and information gathering—those were what had made the difference.

“Get some rest,” Gareth said, rising. “You’ve earned it. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

He left through the tannery’s upper entrance, disappearing into the pre-dawn darkness with his usual quiet efficiency. Velrik waited a few minutes, then made his own way home through streets that were just beginning to lighten with the approach of morning.
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The weeks that followed blurred together in a rhythm of lessons and practice, daylight hours at the library and nights spent learning the hidden city. Gareth proved to be a demanding teacher—patient when patience served his purposes, sharp when Velrik grew careless or complacent. There were more excursions through the tunnels beneath the streets, more safe houses to memorize, more techniques to master. The cold of deep winter gave way to the milder air of late winter, and still the training continued.

Spring arrived slowly, melting the last of the frost from the cobblestones and coaxing green shoots from the bare earth of the city’s gardens. Velrik watched the season change from his window at home, from his spot by the library’s fire, from the rooftops and alleys where his training took him.

The lies had become a part of him now—not comfortable, but worn smooth by repetition. He knew which excuses Lisa would accept without pressing, which nights he could slip away unnoticed, which explanations would satisfy Mira’s occasional curiosity or deflect Dain’s rare probing questions. He had become, in a sense, exactly what Gareth was training him to be: someone who controlled what others perceived, who moved through the world wearing masks so subtle that no one knew they were masks at all.

It troubled him, sometimes. Late at night, lying in his bed and listening to the house settle around him, he would think about the people who trusted him and the secrets he kept from them. Lisa, who had protected him since the servants’ quarters at Veldoran’s estate, who had held him through nightmares and taught him to read and never once treated him as anything less than family. Mira, Dain, and Joren, who shared their meals and their laughter and their hopes for the future. They deserved better than deception.

But they also deserved a future where Velrik could contribute, could protect them, could help them build the life they had all sacrificed so much to find. The coin hidden beneath his floorboards—growing slowly but steadily with each job he completed—was proof that he was becoming something more than a burden. The skills he was learning would serve them all, someday, in ways he couldn’t yet imagine.

This is for us, he told himself on difficult nights. Everything I’m doing is for us.

It was true enough to let him sleep.
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The window had become his preferred exit when he needed to leave undetected. His room sat at the back of the house, overlooking the small courtyard that connected to a maze of side streets. The drop was easy for someone with his agility, and the climb back up—using a drainpipe and the convenient handholds of aging masonry—had become routine through practice.

He used that window now, slipping out into the cool spring night, his bag of picks and tools secured at his secondhand belt. Gareth was waiting at their usual meeting spot, and there was work to do.

The city sprawled below him as he crossed the rooftops, its lights glittering like earthbound stars. Somewhere out there, beyond the walls and the fields and the endless miles of road and sea, lay Vaelwyn. His home. His family, if any of them still lived. The thought of returning had never left him—had burned in his chest through every day of slavery, every night of fear, every moment of uncertainty since his freedom began.

He was stronger now than he had been. Faster. Smarter. He knew how to move through a hostile world without being caught, how to take what he needed and vanish before anyone knew he had been there. He knew the hidden paths beneath cities and the ways that power could be undermined by those willing to work in shadow.

It wasn’t enough. Not yet. But it was more than he’d had before.

And every day, every lesson, every job that Gareth assigned brought him one step closer to the day when he would finally have the means to go home.

He dropped from the rooftop to a lower ledge, then down to the street, landing in a crouch that absorbed the impact. His tail shifted behind him, balancing his weight as he straightened and began to walk.

The night was waiting.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 9
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The church bells woke him, as they always did on Zhaaldays.

Velrik lay still beneath his blanket, listening to the deep bronze tones roll across the city. The sound no longer startled him the way it had in those first weeks after arriving in Montressa—no longer sent his heart racing or his body curling tight. Now it was simply part of the rhythm of the week, a marker that announced the day of rest and a new week.

His body ached in the way that had become ordinary over the past several months. His legs were sore from climbing, his arms tender from pulling himself up drainpipes and over walls. There was a dull throb in his shoulders where he had caught himself after a longer drop than expected, and his paws felt raw despite the toughness he had developed through repetition.

But beneath the discomfort, there was satisfaction. He was getting better—faster, more confident in the darkness, more certain of his movements through spaces that had once seemed impossible to navigate.

He stretched beneath the blanket, working the stiffness from his muscles, and let his mind drift back over the previous night. They had practiced rooftop movement in the residential district, where the buildings stood close enough together that a nimble person could cross entire blocks without ever touching the ground. Gareth had challenged him to keep pace, and for the first time, Velrik had nearly managed it—falling behind only twice, recovering quickly both times.

“You’re getting it,” Gareth had said afterward, and the words had carried more weight than any elaborate praise could have. Gareth didn’t offer compliments unless they were earned.

The morning light that filtered through his shutters was warm and golden, carrying the first true promise of spring. The worst of winter had finally loosened its grip on the city, and though the nights still held a chill, the days had begun to soften. Soon the frost would give way entirely; the streets had already started to fill with the sounds and smells of the season turning.

Velrik pushed himself upright, running his claws through the fur on his arms to smooth down the rough patches that always appeared after sleep. The fur on his tail had gotten tangled under the blanket overnight, and he worked it free with practiced patience before swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

The floorboard beneath his bed creaked slightly as he crossed to check his hiding spot.

He knelt and slipped his claws beneath the loose board, prying it up with care. The space beneath was deep enough for everything he wanted to keep hidden—the satchel with its collar and the drawing of his parents, the rogue manual tucked beside it, and the growing collection of coin he had earned.

The coins gleamed in the dim light as he counted them. Thirty-two Deni stacked in a neat pile, and beside them, a single Solarin that caught the morning light like a tiny sun. The gold piece had come from the merchant’s strongbox—his share of the take from that first real job. The silver was a combination of what Gareth paid him for successful work and what he had managed to save from the small amount of coin he had taken from Veldoran’s estate.

Thirty-two Deni and one Solarin. More money than he had ever possessed, more than he had ever imagined holding in his own hands. It wasn’t a fortune—he knew that. But it was proof that his work was paying off, that the skills he was learning had value beyond the library’s quiet stacks.

He ran his fingers over the coins, feeling their weight and texture, before carefully placing them back and replacing the floorboard.

The smell of fresh bread drifted up from downstairs, mingling with something savory—bacon or sausage. His stomach growled in response, reminding him that he had eaten nothing since the previous afternoon. Training with Gareth always left him hungry, his body demanding fuel to replace what it had burned.

He dressed quickly, choosing the newer clothes that Lisa and Beth had made for him over the winter. The shirt was a soft, light gray linen, finely woven and fitted to accommodate his growing proportions. The trousers were similarly well-crafted, lighter blue-gray with reinforced seams at the joints and the tailored opening for his tail. These weren’t the simple, serviceable garments they had worn when they first arrived in Montressa—these were proper clothes, made with care, attention, and style, the kind of thing that wouldn’t draw second glances even in the upper districts. Unless you looked like a fox walking on two legs.

He had grown over the past few weeks, not taller, but stronger. His shoulders had broadened slightly, and there was a lean strength to his frame that hadn’t been there before. He looked, he thought, less like a kit and more like an adult. He didn’t have any other Vulpin to compare his size to, but he knew he had changed.

The stairs creaked beneath his paws as he descended, and the sounds of the household rose to meet him. Lisa’s voice, warm and unhurried. The clatter of dishes being set on the table. Dain’s rumbling laugh at something Joren had said.

He rounded the corner into the kitchen and found them all gathered around the table in various states of wakefulness. Lisa stood at the counter, slicing thick pieces of bread from a fresh loaf. Mira sat with her hands wrapped around a cup of tea, her dark hair still mussed from sleep. Dain leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his broad chest, while Joren sprawled in his seat with the loose-limbed ease of someone who had nowhere to be.

“You’re up late,” Lisa observed without looking up.

“I wanted to sleep in,” Velrik replied, sliding into his usual seat. It wasn’t quite a lie.

Mira glanced at him over the rim of her cup, her slightly pointed ears poking through hair that was tied back today. “Reading through the night again?”

“Yep,” he laughed.

Lisa set a plate in front of him: thick slices of toast with butter, a cup of fresh milk, and strips of bacon still glistening with grease. His mouth watered at the sight, and he had to restrain himself from tearing into it immediately. Milk was always a treat.

She must have gotten up early to get it for us, Velrik thought.

“Eat up,” she said, settling into her own seat. “We have plans today.”

Velrik looked up from his plate. “Plans?”

“The music shop,” Mira said, and there was a brightness in her eyes that he hadn’t seen in weeks. “I finally saved enough.”

He remembered now. Mira had been talking about this for months—a proper lute to replace the battered instrument she had carried since before Montressa. The old one had served her well, but its body was cracked and its tone had begun to suffer. She had been setting aside money from her performances and running messages, saving slowly but steadily toward something better.

“It’s a perfect day for it,” Lisa said. “The weather’s fine, we’re all free, and we could use an outing.” She smiled, and something in the expression made Velrik’s ears shift forward. “We thought we might make a day of it. The shop, then lunch in the park. Northwood Park, the one in the upper district.”

Velrik’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. Northwood Park. Where he had met Gareth that first night, and many nights since. Where he had sat on that bench beneath the elm tree and made the choice that had changed everything.

“Sounds nice,” he said, keeping his voice even.

“It will be,” Mira insisted. “Good food, good company, and finally—finally—” she clenched her fist and thrust it into the air, “a lute that doesn’t sound like a dying cat.”

Joren snorted. “I thought that was just your playing.”

Mira threw a crust of bread at his head. He caught it before it fell and took a bite, grinning.

The meal continued in comfortable chaos, conversation flowing easily between bites of food. Lisa talked about her work at Beth’s shop—she was earning six hundred Cen a week now, up from five hundred, a reflection of her growing skill and the trust Beth had placed in her. Dain spoke of the smithy, of the larger commissions he had been taking on and the quality pieces that had begun to earn him a reputation among the craftsmen of the district. Eight hundred Cen a week, he said.

Joren had news of his own: he had left the stables and found work as a wagon driver, delivering goods across the city for a merchant. The pay was about four hundred Cen a week—but the work suited him better, and there was something in his voice that suggested he was happier than he had been in months.

“And you, Vel?” Lisa asked, turning to him with that gentle attention she always gave. “How are things at the library?”

The weight of his secrets pressed against his ribs, dull and persistent. “Good. I’ve been learning more than I expected.” That part was true—just not in the way she assumed. “Mathematics, mostly. Multiplication and division.” He made a face that was only partly exaggerated. “I don’t care much for it, but Lucien stopped by and told me that learning those would help me make money. I don’t know how, though.”

“He’s right,” Dain said, nodding firmly. “Numbers matter. You can’t run a business or manage coin without understanding how they work. Even at the forge, I have to calculate costs and measure materials precisely. A smith who can’t do sums won’t stay in business long.”

“I know, and I’m trying. It’s just time consuming.” Velrik picked at his breakfast, considering how much more to share. The library work was real—he still went there during the days, still helped Orlin, still read and expanded his knowledge in all the ways Lucien had intended. It was the nights that belonged to someone else.

“I’ve also been reading about medicine,” he continued. “How to make healing poultices, identify useful herbs and plants. Things like that.”

Lisa’s expression warmed. “That’s wonderful, Vel. People always need healers, especially in places where proper physicians are scarce.”

“There was a section on treating wounds,” Velrik added, warming to the topic despite himself. “How to clean them properly, which plants help prevent infection, how to stitch a deep cut if you have to.” He had read those sections with particular attention, knowing that Gareth expected him to be able to tend to himself if something went wrong during a job. “Orlin found me a book that had illustrations.”

“Planning to become a physician?” Joren asked with a grin.

“No. Just... preparing for a long journey.” Velrik shrugged, keeping his voice casual.

The words hung in the air for a moment, carrying more weight than he had intended. Lisa’s hand found his shoulder, a brief touch.

“You’re right,” she said quietly. “It’s wise. And I’m proud of you for thinking that way.”

Her approval and his deception sat side by side in his chest, heavy and mismatched. He nodded and turned his attention back to his food, grateful when the conversation moved on.

The meal wound down, and one by one they rose to prepare for the day. Velrik helped clear the dishes, then retreated to his room to gather what he needed: a few coins from his hidden stash, his cloak in case the afternoon turned cool, and the small notebook he carried everywhere now. He placed them in the leather backpack he had bought for himself—small, sturdy, and good for keeping things dry and close.

When he came back downstairs, the others were waiting by the door, dressed in their own spring clothes. Lisa wore a soft green dress that complemented her fiery hair. Mira had chosen a deep burgundy tunic over dark trousers, her half-elven features striking against the rich color. Dain looked almost uncomfortable in a clean shirt without his usual layer of forge dust, and Joren had made an effort to tame his perpetually unruly hair—with limited success.

They looked, Velrik realized, like people who belonged. Not nobility, certainly, but respectable. The kind of people who could walk through Northwood Park without drawing suspicious glances.

It was strange how much had changed in a year.

“Ready?” Lisa asked.

Velrik nodded, and they stepped out into the spring morning.

The streets of Montressa bustled with Zhaalday activity, a different energy than the weekday crowds. Families walked together to and from their chosen places of worship, children clutching parents’ hands, voices raised in greeting as neighbors passed neighbors. Several vendors who normally worked through the morning were closed or closing, their stalls shuttered against the day of rest—though many shops stayed open for at least a few hours. The air carried the mingled scents of baking bread and incense smoke, sacred and mundane intertwined.

They moved through the lower district and into the middle, the transition marked by the gradual improvement in the cobblestones and the increasing cleanliness of the facades. Velrik walked with his hood down, his ears visible, his tail swaying gently behind him. A year ago, this would have been unthinkable—he would have hidden himself as completely as possible, flinching from every glance, certain that each passing stranger was a threat.

Now, he simply walked. Let them look. Let them whisper if they wanted to. He had learned that most people were too wrapped up in their own concerns to care about him, and those who did notice rarely did more than stare.

The music shop occupied a corner building in the merchant district, its wooden sign carved with the shapes of various instruments: lutes, fiddles, flutes, a harp. Mira practically bounced on her heels as they approached, her eagerness radiating from every line of her body.

“Finally,” she breathed, and pushed through the door before anyone could respond.

The shop’s interior was warm and close, filled with the scent of polished wood and string oil. Instruments hung from every available surface—lutes of various sizes, fiddles with gleaming bodies, flutes arranged in graduated rows, and in one corner, a harp that caught the light from the windows and held it.

An older man looked up from behind the counter, spectacles perched on his nose. “Welcome, welcome. What can I help you find today?”

Mira stepped forward, her confidence evident despite the slight tremor in her hands. “I’m looking for a lute. Something with good tone, sturdy enough to be carried around a lot. Nothing too extravagant, but... quality.”

The shopkeeper’s eyes brightened with professional interest. He came around the counter, gesturing toward a section of the wall where lutes hung in neat rows. “We have several that might suit you. Budget?”

“Six Deni,” she said, naming the sum she had been saving for months. The shopkeeper nodded and began pulling instruments from the wall, describing each one’s qualities: this one had a bright, clear tone; that one was better for deeper, more resonant pieces; this third was particularly durable, favored by traveling musicians who needed something that could withstand the road.

Velrik watched as Mira tested each one, her fingers moving across the strings with practiced ease. Her ears twitched slightly with each note, evaluating the sound with the careful attention of someone who had spent years learning to listen. The others drifted through the shop, examining instruments they had no intention of buying, giving Mira space to make her choice.

Finally, she settled on a lute with a body of dark wood and fine strands of silver inlay along the neck. The tone was warm and full, neither too bright nor too muted, and when she played a quick progression of chords, the sound filled the small shop like water filling a cup.

“This one,” she said, and her voice left no room for argument. “I’ll take a hard case too. Don’t want it getting damaged.”

The transaction was completed, the coins counted out and exchanged, the instrument wrapped carefully in cloth before being placed in the case. Mira hugged the package to her chest as they stepped back onto the street, her smile wider than Velrik had seen it in months.

“Now,” Lisa said, “lunch.”

The streets grew busier as the morning warmed toward midday. The middle district fell away behind them in gradual increments—the cobblestones smoothing, the buildings standing taller, the people dressed in finer cloth with easier postures, and guards patrolling more often.

Velrik felt the shift before he consciously marked it, tension settling between his shoulder blades as they crossed the invisible boundary into the upper district. He reached up and drew his hood over his ears, tucking it forward so the shadow fell across his muzzle. He had learned which parts of the city tolerated his presence and which ones expected him to be smaller, quieter, less visible. The upper district expected all three.

Lisa glanced back at him but said nothing, only slowed her pace so he could walk closer to the group—another figure in their small company rather than something trailing behind.

Northwood Park opened before them within the square, its manicured lawns and winding paths a contrast to the cramped streets they had just left. They entered through the main gate, passing between stone pillars carved with decorative flourishes, and followed the gravel path toward the heart of the green space.

The day had warmed considerably since morning, and the park was alive with activity. Families spread blankets on the grass, children chased each other between the trees, couples strolled arm in arm along the paths. A fountain burbled at the center of a small plaza, its spray catching the light and scattering rainbows across the stones.

Lisa led them to a spot she had scouted earlier—a shaded area beneath a broad oak tree, far enough from the main paths to offer privacy but close enough to the pond that they could watch the ducks drift across the water. She spread a cloth on the grass and began unpacking the food she had prepared: sandwiches wrapped in clean linen, oranges polished to a shine, small cakes dusted with sugar, and a bottle of spiced cider she had been saving for a special occasion. For Velrik, she produced a separate jar of fresh-squeezed orange juice, setting it beside him without comment. He accepted it the same way, without protest. The cider was for adults, and he was not one yet, no matter how much the past year had asked of him.

They settled into comfortable positions, passing food and conversation back and forth with the easy rhythm of long familiarity. The sandwiches were thick with sliced meat and sharp cheese, the bread fresh from the bakery. Velrik bit into his and let his eyes drift closed for a moment, savoring the simple pleasure of good food in good company.

“This isn’t too bad,” Joren said, stretching out on the grass with his arms behind his head. “We don’t do this often enough.”

“Because someone is always working,” Mira pointed out, nudging him with her foot. “Or sleeping.”

“A man needs his rest,” he replied.

“A man needs to find time to spend with friends,” Lisa countered, though there was no real heat in it. She smiled as she passed around cups for the cider. “Though I’ll admit, the extra coin has been welcome.”

“How are the performances going, Mira?” Lisa asked while passing another sandwich.

Mira’s face lit up. “Better than I hoped. I’ve got regular spots at taverns in the middle districts now, and last month I played at a restaurant in the upper district—a proper restaurant, the kind with tablecloths and silverware.” She ran her fingers over the wrapped bundle of her new lute. “The pay varies, but on a good week I can make three or four hundred Cen. More if someone requests songs and tips well.”

“That’s wonderful,” Lisa said. “You’ve worked hard to build that.”

“It’s just the beginning.” Mira sat straighter, her chin lifting. “Someday I want to play for noble houses. For celebrations and feasts and important events. That’s where the real money is—and the real recognition.”

Velrik found himself relaxing by degrees, tension he hadn’t realized he was carrying draining slowly from his shoulders. This was what he had been missing during all those repetitive days—the simple pleasure of being with people who cared about him, who knew him, who didn’t expect anything from him except his presence.

Well, they didn’t know all of him anymore. But they knew enough.

Mira unwrapped her new lute and began to tune it, her fingers adjusting the pegs with careful precision. The sound of the strings being tested filled the air—plucks and strums, notes bending and straightening as she dialed in the instrument’s voice.

“What should I play first?” she asked, looking around at the group.

“Something lively,” Dain suggested, leaning back on his elbows. “None of that mournful stuff you favor.”

Mira rolled her eyes but smiled. “No appreciation for the classics.” She settled the lute against her body, found her position, and launched into an upbeat tune that made Velrik’s tail sway in time despite himself.

The music drew attention, as music always did. Passersby slowed to listen, some pausing for a moment before continuing on their way, others lingering longer. A few tossed coins onto the cloth beside Mira’s knee—copper Cen, mostly, though one woman dropped a silver coin that made Mira’s eyes widen.

Velrik watched the crowd with the automatic vigilance that Gareth had drilled into him, cataloging faces and movements even as he let himself enjoy the moment. Most of the observers were exactly what they appeared to be: ordinary people enjoying a pleasant afternoon, drawn by the sound of good music on a beautiful day—although a few probably used the music as an excuse to get a closer look at him.

Then he spotted a figure he recognized.

Gareth moved through the crowd with his usual ease, dressed in the worn garments of a merchant. He paused near Mira’s impromptu performance, head tilted as if listening, then reached into his pocket and tossed a coin onto the cloth.

Another silver.

His eyes met Velrik’s for just a moment, and Velrik responded with the subtle gesture Gareth had taught him—a slight adjustment of his fingers, a specific angle of his hand. Acknowledgment. All is well. Gareth’s lips twitched, barely perceptible, and then he was moving again, disappearing into the crowd as smoothly as he had arrived.

“That was generous,” Lisa observed, looking at the silver coin.

“Some people appreciate good music,” Mira said with satisfaction, but there was genuine pleasure beneath the smugness.

The afternoon wore on, warm and unhurried. They talked about everything and nothing: memories from their journey, observations about the city, plans for the weeks ahead. Velrik shared more about his supposed work at the library, spinning half-truths and careful omissions into a version of things that satisfied their curiosity without revealing anything dangerous.

When the conversation turned to upcoming events, Joren was the one who brought it up.

“So,” he said, nudging Velrik with his boot, “your birthday’s coming up. Got any plans?”

Velrik’s ears shifted. “Not particularly. I assumed I’d go along with whatever y’all have been whispering about.”

Lisa and Mira exchanged glances that confirmed his suspicion—they were definitely planning something. “You’ll love it,” Mira promised, barely suppressing a grin.

“I’m sure I will.” Velrik hesitated, turning his piece of bread over in his hands. There was something he had been thinking about for weeks, something he hadn’t been able to articulate until now. The words felt heavy in his mouth, but he forced them out anyway.

“There is one thing I’d like,” he said. “For my birthday, I mean.”

The others looked at him with varying degrees of curiosity. It wasn’t often that he asked for anything.

Velrik met Dain’s eyes. “I want you to make me a dagger.”

The word hung in the air between them. Not knife—dagger. A weapon, not a tool. The distinction was significant, and from the way the atmosphere shifted, Velrik understood that.

Mira’s fingers faltered on the strings, producing a discordant note that made her wince. Joren went still, his hand frozen halfway to his cup. Lisa’s expression tightened into something guarded.

Velrik’s posture drew inward, sensing the weight of their silence. He had expected some reaction, but the intensity of it caught him off guard.

Mira was the first to break the tension, her voice deliberately light. “Planning to become some legendary outlaw?”

Velrik forced a half-smile. “Hardly. Just figured it was time I had one.”

Joren exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s... a big ask, Vel. Never figured you for wanting something like that.”

“Why?” Lisa asked. Her voice was calm, but there was something beneath it—concern, or something sharper. “Why do you want a dagger?”

Velrik opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. He couldn’t tell them the truth—couldn’t explain the restless certainty that had been growing in him for months, the knowledge that words and cleverness would only carry him so far, that someday he would need more than quick thinking to survive. He couldn’t tell them about Gareth, about the training, about the nights spent learning skills that had nothing to do with library work.

Instead, he chose a truth that was partial but real.

“I’ve been thinking about home,” he said quietly. “About Vaelwyn. About finding it someday.” He looked down at his hands—at the small, clawed fingers that had learned to pick locks and scale walls. “If I’m ever going to make that journey, I’ll need to be prepared. The world out there isn’t safe—I know that better than most. And I’d like to have something to protect myself, and something...” He paused, searching for the right words. “Something that reminds me of all of you, when I go. Something you made for me.”

The words weren’t entirely a cover story. They were true. The thought of leaving them—of setting out alone to find a home he barely remembered—had been weighing on him for longer than he wanted to admit. And if he was going to carry a weapon, he wanted it to be one with meaning, one that connected him to the people who had become his family.

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant sounds of the park: children laughing, the fountain burbling, birds calling from the branches overhead, and Joren taking another bite of his sandwich—the vegetables giving nice crunch.

Then Dain leaned forward, his expression serious.

“A dagger isn’t just a trinket. It’s a weapon. Even if you don’t intend harm, carrying one changes things.” His voice was steady, measured—the voice of someone who worked with steel and understood its weight. “Some folk will see a blade like that on your belt and assume the worst. Guards might stop you. Wrong people might take interest.” He held Velrik’s gaze, making sure the words landed. “Are you sure you understand that?”

Velrik swallowed but didn’t look away. “I know. It’s not like I’ll be carrying it all the time,” he said. “And I can pay for it. I’ve saved enough.”

Dain studied him for a long moment, his dark eyes searching Velrik’s face. Whatever he found there seemed to satisfy him, because eventually he nodded.

“Alright. I’ll make you one. But you listen when I teach you how to use it proper, understand? A blade in untrained hands is more danger to the wielder than anyone else.”

Velrik nodded, feeling some of the tension drain from his body. “Okay.”

Joren clapped him on the back, his grin returning. “Well, I guess we’ll have to start calling you something fierce now. ‘The Bushy-Tailed Blade’ or something.”

Mira smacked Joren on the arm. “Don’t be ridiculous. Our Velrik would never need a name like that. It also sounds stupid.”

The conversation shifted after that, the weight of the moment slowly dissipating as lighter topics took its place. But Velrik could still feel the lingering questions in the glances the others cast his way—the unspoken concerns they hadn’t voiced. They didn’t understand why he wanted this. They couldn’t, not without knowing everything else.

But they had accepted it.

Mira took up her lute again, playing a softer melody this time—something sweet and wistful that wrapped around them like an old blanket. Velrik leaned back against the trunk of the oak tree, letting the music wash over him, watching the clouds drift across the sky above.

Among humans, twelve was still childhood—years away from the responsibilities of adulthood. But Vulpin grew into themselves faster. By the standards of his own kind, he was old enough to begin an apprenticeship, to take on the work that would shape his adult life. His parents might have been teaching him a trade by now, or arranging his introduction to the wider community of Vaelwyn.

Instead, he was here. Learning a different kind of trade entirely.

He wondered sometimes what they would think if they knew the truth. If they knew how he spent his nights, what he was learning, who he was becoming. Would they understand? Would they accept it, the way the others had accepted the dagger?

Or would it change everything further?

He pushed the thought aside and focused on the present: the warmth of the sun on his fur, the sound of Mira’s music, the nearness of people who loved him. These moments were worth holding. He wouldn’t waste them worrying about things that hadn’t happened yet.

The afternoon stretched on, golden and unhurried. Eventually, as the sun began its descent toward the western horizon, Lisa glanced at the sky and sighed.

“We should head back before it gets dark.”

Joren groaned. “Already? I was just getting comfortable.”

“You always look comfortable,” Mira observed, setting her lute aside.

They gathered their belongings and began the walk home, retracing their steps through the park and down into the merchant district. The streets were quieter now, the Zhaalday crowds having dispersed, the vendors’ stalls dark and shuttered. Lamplighters moved from post to post—fingers snapping, or their long poles reaching up to ignite the wicks.

By the time they reached their house, the sky had faded to deep purple, and the first stars were beginning to emerge. Lisa took charge in the kitchen, directing operations for dinner—a shepherd’s pie, she announced, with the last of the lamb from the market and winter vegetables from the garden bed Mira had planted in the small courtyard behind the house.

Velrik helped where he could, chopping vegetables and fetching ingredients, but his mind kept drifting to the conversation in the park. The dagger, and the secrets he was keeping.

After the pie was assembled and placed in the oven, Dain caught his eye and jerked his head toward the table. “Come on, then. Let’s talk about this blade of yours.” There was a spark in his eyes that Velrik recognized—the eagerness of a craftsman presented with a challenge.

They settled at the table, and Dain produced a piece of charcoal and a scrap of parchment from somewhere. His thick fingers moved with surprising delicacy as he began to sketch, rough lines taking shape on the pale surface.

“What kind of dagger are you thinking?” Dain asked, not looking up from his work. “Curved blade? Straight? Balanced for throwing?”

Velrik considered. “Nothing too elaborate. Something practical, but...” He searched for the right word. “Personal. With character.”

Dain nodded, his expression shifting into the focused contemplation of a craftsman approaching a new project. “I could do a pattern in the steel. Layered folding, like rippling water. Or an etched design, if you prefer something more visible.”

“A folded pattern sounds good.” Velrik leaned forward, watching the sketch take shape. “What about the handle?”

“That’s the part that matters most, for something personal.” Dain paused, charcoal hovering over the paper. “Any ideas?”

Velrik thought about it. About home, about memory, about the things that mattered to him. An image formed in his mind—something subtle but meaningful.

“Could you put eyes in the handle?” he asked. “On each side of the grip. Eyes that look like mine.”

Dain raised an eyebrow but didn’t question it. “Green stones, then. Or glass, if you don’t mind—costs a little more. Set into the wood?”

“That sounds right. And the wood—something dark like my fur.”

The sketch evolved as they talked, Dain’s rough lines becoming more refined, the shape of the dagger emerging from the parchment like something that had always been waiting to be found. A trailing-point blade with a slight curve, balanced for both cutting and thrusting. And on each side of the handle, small oval settings where the eyes would be placed.

Joren drifted over to watch, offering occasional suggestions that Dain mostly ignored. Mira joined them too, leaning over Velrik’s shoulder to examine the design.

“No hidden compartments?” she asked, a hint of teasing in her voice. “No poison grooves?”

Velrik rolled his eyes. “I don’t need an assassin’s dagger.”

“Yet,” Joren added.

Velrik laughed, happy they are helping him despite the tension earlier.

The smell of baking shepherd’s pie filled the house, warm and savory, as Lisa called them to dinner. Everyone gathered around the table, and for a time there was no conversation—only the sounds of eating, of appreciation for good food after a good day.

Afterward, they lingered over cups of tea, the evening settling into quiet contentment. One by one, they drifted off to their own pursuits: Lisa to mend a torn seam, Mira to practice on her new lute, Joren to his room with a book he had borrowed from Velrik.

Velrik stayed at the table with Dain, refining the dagger design, adding small details and discussing the practical considerations of the craft. The dwarf’s knowledge was deep and specific, and Velrik found himself absorbing it with the same hunger he brought to all his learning.

“This’ll take me a few weeks,” Dain said finally, setting down his charcoal. “It won’t be ready for your birthday next week, but it’ll be a beauty.”

Velrik nodded. “That’s alright.”

“Good. I’ll make it something you can be proud to show your parents when you find them.”

The words settled into Velrik with a warmth that spread outward from his chest. He held Dain’s gaze and nodded.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Dain waved a hand, gruff as always, but the corners of his mouth softened in a way that said enough. “Get to bed. You look exhausted.”

He was. The long night with Gareth, the day spent in activity and emotion, the weight of everything he carried—it all pressed down at once. He gathered the sketches carefully, folding them into his notebook, and made his way upstairs.

His room was dark and quiet, the only light coming from the window where moonlight filtered through the shutters. He changed out of his clothes and climbed into bed, pulling the blanket up to his chin.

Normally, on nights like this, Gareth would be waiting for him somewhere in the city. But Zhaaldays were different. Gareth never scheduled training on the day of rest, never asked Velrik to meet him after dark.

Velrik didn’t know why. He had asked once, early in their arrangement, and Gareth had simply shrugged and said something vague about everyone needing a day to breathe. It didn’t seem to have anything to do with religious observance—Gareth showed no signs of being devout. But whatever his reasons, he kept the Zhaalday evenings free, and Velrik didn’t press.

He was grateful for the break. His body needed rest, and more than that, his mind needed space to process everything. The day with his friends. The dagger. The careful lies and the truths hidden beneath them.

He closed his eyes and let the exhaustion take him, drifting toward sleep with the sound of Mira’s lute still echoing faintly from below.
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The next day Velrik returned to his routine, and he found a few books that interested him—The Many Wonderful Methods of Forging; Daggers, Knives, and Other Small Blades; and The Italion Manual on Blade Combat: Third Edition.

His day was spent absorbing information, his mind restless with anticipation for the day his own blade would be finished.

Later that evening, he smelled the telltale signs of rain approaching—the earthy, fresh scent filling his nose.

Velrik woke to the sound of it drumming against the roof the next morning, a steady rhythm that filled the house with its presence. Gray light filtered through the window shutters, casting the room in muted tones that matched the weather outside. He lay still for a moment, listening, feeling the damp chill that had crept in overnight and settled into the blankets around him.

Rain was never pleasant for him. Moisture that seeped through the outer layer of his fur clung to the undercoat beneath, held the cold heavy against his skin. His wool cloak would help—the waxy fibers repelled water reasonably well—but it could only do so much. A day like this was best spent indoors.

He pushed himself upright and swung his legs over the side of the bed, his bare paws finding the cool wooden floor. The house was quiet save for the rain’s tapping. Lisa had already left for work, her hours at Beth’s shop beginning earlier now. Mira would be gone too, running messages through the drizzle. Dain’s room was empty—always up early for the forge, rain or shine, the heat of the metalwork more than enough to keep him warm and dry.

Joren sat at the kitchen table with a bowl of cold porridge, his expression sour.

“No work today,” he said by way of greeting.

Velrik nodded and helped himself to what remained in the pot—barely warm, the oats congealed into something dense and gummy, but filling enough. He ate standing by the window, watching the rain streak down the glass in winding rivulets.

“Library?” Joren asked.

“Yep,” Velrik confirmed with a smile, already looking forward to the warmth.

He dressed warmly, pulling on the wool cloak and drawing the hood forward until it shadowed his face. He waved to Joren before stepping out.

The rain had lightened to a persistent drizzle by the time he reached the street, but the sky held no promise of clearing. Clouds hung low and gray over the city, turning the morning into something that felt closer to dusk.

The walk to the library was unpleasant but manageable. Velrik kept close to the buildings where he could, ducking beneath awnings and overhangs, but some stretches offered no shelter at all. By the time he reached the library’s doors, his fur was damp beneath the cloak.

The library’s warmth enveloped him as he stepped inside. A fire burned in the main hearth, its glow casting dancing shadows across the floor. Velrik shook the worst of the water from his cloak before hanging it on the rack near the entrance, then made his way toward the fire to dry off.

The morning passed in the quiet rhythm that had defined his days for the past year. He read, made notes, and helped Orlin shelve books that had been returned the previous afternoon. The rain continued outside, its sound a constant backdrop to the turning of pages and the occasional murmur of scholars at their work.

He was deep into a treatise on agricultural practices in the northern provinces when he heard footsteps approaching. Then a shadow fell across his table.

“Mind if I sit?”

Velrik looked up to find Lucien standing beside him, one hand resting on the back of the empty chair across the table. His dark coat shed water in small droplets onto the floor, his hair slightly damp at the temples. His expression held its usual careful neutrality, but there was a focus behind his eyes—the attention of someone with a purpose.

“Of course not,” Velrik said, closing the book and setting it aside.

Lucien settled into the chair with the easy grace that seemed to characterize everything he did. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence stretched, filled by the sounds of the library around them—the crackle of the fire, the rustle of pages, the soft footsteps of other patrons moving through the stacks.

Is something wrong? Velrik thought.

“Agricultural practices,” Lucien observed, nodding toward the book. “Expanding your interests?”

“It connects to economics,” Velrik said. “Crop yields affect food prices, which affect trade, which affect everything else. I wanted to understand how.”

“And do you?”

Velrik considered the question. “I know more than I did before. Like the Rhema grain subsidies from long ago—when grain yields were low, the government would import cheap grain to keep the country from starving and the economy from failing.”

Something shifted in Lucien’s expression—brief, there and gone before it could be named. He leaned back in his chair, his posture relaxed but his attention undimmed.

“Tell me what else you’ve been reading.”

It was not quite a command, but it carried the weight of expectation. Velrik recognized the tone—had heard it before, in their previous conversations, in the careful way Lucien guided discussions toward topics he wanted explored.

“History, mostly. Geography, theology a little,” Velrik said. “The formation of the Italion city-states, the wars between them, the treaties that ended them. I’ve been reading about the Coinweight Standard and how it came to dominate trade across Gravanth. And I found a book on the Zha’ari ruins in Sundarra—the ones I saw when I was transported here.”

“And who built them?”

“An empire that existed during the age of the gods. One of the larger human tribes from before Dameran. They built monuments and pyramids, then vanished. The book didn’t say why.”

Lucien nodded slowly. “The Zha’ari are a useful reminder that even the greatest powers are not eternal.” He paused, his gaze resting on Velrik with that assessing quality. “You’ve been reading about magic as well, I assume.”

“The Evertide,” Velrik confirmed. “How it works, where it comes from. The different ways it can be channeled—arcane, divine, pact.”

“And have you attempted to channel it yourself?”

The question caught Velrik off guard. He had thought about it, certainly—had wondered whether he could snap his fingers and produce a flame the way the lamplighters did. But attempting it had seemed reckless, presumptuous in ways he couldn’t quite articulate.

“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“That’s probably wise.” Lucien’s tone was neutral, neither approving nor discouraging. “Magic is not something to be approached carelessly. But you should know that at least some capacity exists—in all thinking beings. Whether you choose to develop it is another matter entirely.”

Velrik filed away the useful tidbit of information, adding it to the collection of half-answers and implications that seemed to characterize his conversations with Lucien. The half-elf never said anything directly if he could help it. Every statement was layered, every question designed to probe without revealing.

“You mentioned seeing the Zha’ari ruins,” Lucien continued. “Do you remember much of that journey?”

“Some,” Velrik said carefully. “I didn’t have the opportunity to see any up close. But the pyramids—those I remember. They were enormous.”

Lucien’s expression did not change. He remained quiet for a moment, his fingers tapping a slow rhythm against the arm of his chair. “What about the gods? Have you formed any opinions there?”

This was more unsteady ground. Velrik had read enough about the divine pantheon—about the Primary Divines who shaped creation, about Dameran who had ascended to godhood, about natural divines like Vaelra. He knew opinions could be used, could reveal things about himself that he wasn’t ready to share.

“Dameran seems important to the people here,” he said neutrally. “His church is everywhere. His priests have influence.”

“That’s not an opinion. That’s an observation.”

Velrik met Lucien’s gaze. “Then my opinion is that Dameran’s followers have done well for themselves, despite the fact they don’t care what happens to people like me,” he said, his voice low and sharp.

This time, the smile was unmistakable. Brief, but real. “A cynical view for someone so young.”

“I’m sure you could understand why.”

The words came out harder than he intended, and for a moment he regretted them. But Lucien only nodded, his expression thoughtful rather than offended.

“Indeed,” he agreed. “And you’ve survived those reasons, which is more than many can say.” He straightened in his chair, the assessment apparently complete. “One more question, and then I’ll leave you to your reading. Have you found anything else to do? Work outside the library? Any other pursuits that occupy your days?”

The question seemed casual, but Velrik had learned to recognize the barbs hidden in Lucien’s easy phrasing. He considered his answer carefully, weighing what to reveal and what to conceal.

His nights with Gareth were not something he could mention. The rooftop runs, the lessons in stealth and observation, the thievery and subversion—all of it existed in a separate space, walled off from his daylight life. Lucien might suspect, might even know, but Velrik was not going to be the one to confirm it.

“I help Orlin with the library work—that’s about it,” he said. He paused, allowing a small smile to cross his face. “And my birthday is coming up. Zhaalday. The others have been planning something.”

Lucien’s expression remained composed, but something in his eyes eased slightly. “Your birthday. You’ll be twelve, I believe?”

“Yep.”

Lucien rose from his chair, smoothing the front of his coat. “I won’t keep you any longer,” he said. He looked down at Velrik for a moment, something unreadable passing across his features, before adding, “Happy birthday.”

He turned and walked away, his footsteps quiet on the library’s stone floor. Velrik watched him go, his mind turning over the conversation, examining it from different angles the way he might examine a lock he’d never picked.

Lucien had been testing him. That much was clear. The questions about his reading, about magic, about the gods—all of it had been designed to measure something, to gauge how far Velrik had come and in what directions he had grown.

But why? What did Lucien want from him? What purpose did these periodic assessments serve?

Velrik didn’t know. But he filed the questions away with all the others—adding them to the growing collection of mysteries that surrounded the newly established Count who had freed him and continued to watch over him from a careful distance—before returning to his books.

The rain persisted through the afternoon, lighter now but steady, the clouds showing no sign of breaking. Velrik left the library as evening approached, his cloak wrapped tight around him, his hood drawn forward against the drizzle.

The streets were quieter than usual, the rain keeping most people indoors. Those who were out moved quickly, heads down, hurrying toward shelter. Velrik matched their pace, navigating the route home with automatic ease.

Dinner was a simple affair—bread, cheese, and a thick soup that Lisa prepared after coming home early from work. Joren had already eaten and retreated to his room. Mira returned shortly after Velrik, her half-elven features ruddy with cold, her courier’s satchel still slung across her shoulder.

“Miserable day,” she said, shaking water from her hair. “Three messages to the upper district, two to the docks, and one to that merchant who never answers his door on the first knock. My feet are soaked through.”

Velrik made room for her by the fire, and they sat together in companionable silence, warming themselves while the rain continued its drumming overhead.

Later, when the house had gone quiet and the others had retreated to their beds, Velrik lay awake listening to the storm. The rain had intensified again, falling in sheets that rattled the shutters and drowned out the usual sounds of the city. Sleep should have come easily—the warmth of his blankets, the steady rhythm of the water, the comfortable exhaustion of a day spent reading—but his mind refused to settle.

Tonight was a training night, despite the rain.

He waited until the house was truly still, until even the faint sounds of Joren’s snoring had faded into the ambient noise of the storm. Then he slipped from his bed, dressed quickly in dark clothes, and pulled his wool cloak around his shoulders.

The window opened without a sound—he had oiled the hinges weeks ago, a precaution that had proved useful more than once. The rain hit him immediately, cold and insistent, but he set his jaw and climbed out onto the narrow ledge beneath his window.

The rooftop route was more dangerous in weather like this. The tiles were slick with water, the footing treacherous, and the rain made it harder to see where he was going. But Velrik had made this journey dozens of times now, and his body knew the path even when his eyes struggled.

Gareth was waiting in their usual spot—a covered alcove between two buildings where the rooflines overlapped to create a sheltered space. The older man sat with his back against the wall, his face hidden in shadow, the glow of a small pipe illuminating his features in brief orange flashes.

“Wondered if you’d come,” Gareth said as Velrik dropped down beside him. “Weather like this, most people stay in bed.”

“We’re not most people,” Velrik pointed out.

The pipe flared as Gareth drew on it, then he exhaled a thin stream of smoke that the rain quickly dispersed. “True. Lessons don’t stop because it’s wet. If anything, this is better practice. You’ll need to move in all conditions eventually.”

Velrik settled against the wall, pulling his cloak tighter. His fur was damp despite the wool’s protection, the moisture seeping through to press cold against his skin. He would be chilled for hours, even after he returned home.

But he had learned that complaining was pointless.

“Tonight’s simple,” Gareth continued. “Scouting. There’s a building in the upper district I want you to memorize. Layout, entrances, guard patterns if there are any. We’re not doing anything with it—just a precaution. Just looking.”

“What kind of building?”

“Does it matter?” The words came clipped, almost sharp—not his usual measured tone.

Velrik blinked. “It might. If I know what it’s used for, I’ll know what to look for.”

Gareth was quiet for a moment, the pipe glowing and fading. When he spoke again, the edge had softened, but something beneath it remained. “It’s an office. Someone important uses it to conduct business—the kind that could be considered shady.” He stood, knocking the ash from his pipe and tucking it away. “That’s all you need to know for now. Come on.”

Something was different tonight. Not just what Gareth said—though, his instructions were clear enough—but in the way he carried himself. There was a tension in his shoulders that Velrik had never seen before, a distance in his gaze, as though part of him were working through something that had nothing to do with rooftops or rain. Velrik had learned to read people well enough to know that this wasn’t directed at him, but he couldn’t tell what had caused it.

He followed without pressing and waited to see what would happen.

They moved through the rain-slicked streets with practiced coordination. Gareth led, his movements fluid despite the weather, and Velrik followed, matching his pace, keeping to the shadows he indicated.

The upper district was quieter than usual; the rain having driven even the night watchmen to seek shelter. Lamplighters had done their work earlier in the evening, but several of the flames had guttered out in the storm, leaving gaps of darkness between the pools of golden light.

The building stood on a corner lot, its facade elegant but understated—the kind of quiet wealth that didn’t need to announce itself. Three stories of pale stone, windows dark at this hour, a heavy wooden door reinforced with iron bands. A small courtyard separated it from the street, enclosed by a low wall topped with decorative iron spikes.

“Take your time,” Gareth said, his voice barely audible over the rain. “Look at everything. Doors, windows, guard patterns—if they patrol. How the building connects to the ones beside it. I want you to be able to draw this from memory.”

Velrik nodded and began his observation.

The front entrance was clearly the main point of access—the door was solid, well-maintained, with a lock that looked expensive even from a distance. But there was a side entrance as well, visible down a narrow alley between this building and its neighbor. Smaller, less imposing—probably used by servants or deliveries.

The windows on the ground floor were shuttered, the wood thick enough to resist casual tampering. But the upper floors had glass—expensive, yes, but glass could be worked.

The courtyard wall was low enough to climb easily, and the decorative spikes were spaced far enough apart that a small body could slip between them. The building itself offered numerous handholds—decorative stonework, window ledges, a drainpipe running down from the roof.

Velrik noted all of this, filing it away in the part of his mind that had learned to catalog such details. He noted the distances, the angles of approach visible from the street, the shadows where someone could wait unseen.

And yet something about tonight continued to nag at him. Not the work itself—that was straightforward—but Gareth. The older man stood at the edge of the alley, watching Velrik, and there was a remoteness in his posture that hadn’t been there before. Not anger. Not impatience. Something heavier, more inward, as if a conversation Velrik hadn’t been part of was still turning behind his eyes.

Velrik finished his circuit of the building and returned to where Gareth waited. “Done. Do you want me to describe what I saw?”

“No.” Gareth’s voice was flat, stripped of its usual wry edge. “For now, let’s head back. Nothing else to do tonight.”

They walked in silence through the darkened streets, Gareth a few paces ahead. His shoulders were set in a way that discouraged conversation, and Velrik respected that, keeping his questions to himself even as they accumulated.

Something had happened. He could feel it in the way Gareth moved, the way he held himself apart, as if the easy rapport they had built over so many months of training had been pulled taut by a hand Velrik couldn’t see. In all their time together, there had been moments of sternness, of correction, of the hard practicality that characterized everything Gareth did. But this was different. This felt like something from outside their arrangement had intruded and left its mark.

When they reached the point where their paths diverged—Velrik toward home, Gareth toward wherever he disappeared to—the older man paused.

“Your birthday’s coming up,” he said, not quite looking at Velrik.

“Yeah, on Zhaalday.”

A ghost of a smile crossed Gareth’s face, there and gone. Then that distant expression settled back into place. “Enjoy it. Time spent with people who care about you—that’s worth more than most realize.” He paused, and when he spoke again his voice was quieter, as though he were saying it to himself as much as to Velrik. “This line of work can be rewarding, but don’t let it swallow you.”

Before Velrik could respond, Gareth was gone, slipping into the shadows with the silent ease that still amazed him.

Velrik stood alone in the rain for a long moment, turning the words over. Then he made his way through the alleys to their house, climbed the drainpipe to his window, slipped inside, and changed out of his wet clothes before the cold could settle too deeply into his bones.

He moved quietly downstairs to warm himself by the banked embers, thinking about the day—Lucien and his questions, Gareth and his distance. Both men had sought him out within hours of each other, and both had left him with more questions than answers. The coincidence sat uneasy in his mind, though he couldn’t have said why.

Maybe I shouldn’t have spoken to Lucien like that, he’s a Count now, he thought. And maybe Gareth was just off because of the rain?

Before he could follow the thought further, a yawn overtook him, his jaws parting wide. He banked the coals tighter and climbed the stairs to bed.
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The days that followed blurred together in the way they always did when something was being anticipated. The library was a place of warmth and discovery again, and Gareth returned to his usual self at their next session—no trace of the distance that had marked the rainy night, as if it had never happened.

The rain stopped early Liorday morning, leaving the city washed clean and gleaming under a sky of pale, watery blue. But the reprieve was short-lived. A cold front swept in from the northern mountains that afternoon, dropping the temperature sharply—cold enough that Velrik could see his breath misting in the air as he walked to the library.

For three days, the cold held the city in its grip. Frost formed on windows overnight and lingered until nearly midday. The hearth fires burned hot again, consuming wood at a rate that made Lisa wince when she counted the remaining logs in their storage.

Then, as quickly as it had come, the cold retreated. Warm air returned from the south, carrying the scent of distant flowers and the promise of true spring. By Narday, the day before Velrik’s birthday, the temperature had risen enough that he could walk to the library with his cloak unfastened, the afternoon sun warm on his fur.

Lisa and Mira went shopping that afternoon. They tried to be subtle about it, but Velrik had spent too many months learning to observe. He noticed the glances they exchanged over dinner the previous night, the way they arrived home early from work. He noticed the basket Lisa carried when they returned, carefully covered with a cloth, and the way Mira’s lips kept pressing together as if holding back a grin.

He pretended not to notice any of it. Whatever they were planning, they wanted it to be a surprise, and he would give them that. It was a small gift—one that cost him nothing but the pleasure of anticipation.

That night, lying in bed with sleep still distant, he let himself feel the excitement he had been holding at bay. Tomorrow was Zhaalday. His birthday—a birthday that could be truly celebrated outside of Vaelwyn.

Twelve years old.

He thought about his family, as he often did in the quiet hours before sleep. His mother, whose face had grown hazy in his memory despite his best efforts to hold onto it. His father, whose voice he could no longer quite recall. He wondered what they would think if they could see him now—living in a human city, learning human knowledge, walking human streets with the ease of someone who had made a place for himself.

Would they be proud? Would they be disappointed? Would they even recognize the person he was becoming?

He didn’t know. He might never know. But he held onto the hope that they were still alive somewhere. That Vaelwyn still existed beyond the horizon. That someday, when he was strong enough and knew enough and had the means to make the journey, he would find his way home.

That hope was the fire that kept him moving forward, even on the darkest nights. It was the reason he studied so relentlessly, the reason he trained with Gareth despite the danger, the reason he saved every coin and planned for a future that might be years away.

Twelve years old. One year closer to home.

With that thought settling warm behind his ribs, Velrik finally fell asleep.
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The next morning, golden light poured through the gaps in his shutters, painting bright lines across the floor. Velrik blinked against the brightness, his mind slow to catch up with his body, and for a moment he simply lay there, warm and still.

Then he remembered what day it was, and a smile pulled at the corners of his mouth.

He stretched, his body unfurling from the curled position he had slept in, and pushed himself upright. The house was quiet—too quiet, he realized. On a normal Zhaalday morning, he would hear movement from the other rooms, the sounds of people waking and preparing for the day. But now there was nothing. Just the distant sounds of the city outside, the call of birds, the rattle of cart wheels on cobblestones.

Velrik combed his claws through his fur, grimacing at the tangles he found. He had been too tired to brush properly before bed, and now he was paying for it. He reached for the brush Lisa had given him—her insistence on proper grooming had become a running joke between them—and worked it through the worst of the knots, wincing each time he hit a snag.

Once satisfied, he pulled on a loose tunic and shorts, and made his way toward the door.

It burst open before he could reach it.

“Happy birthday, Vel!”

Mira’s voice rang out first, bright and piercing, cutting through the morning quiet. Behind her stood the others, grinning with an unmistakable air of satisfaction. They crowded into the doorway, their faces alight with the particular joy of a surprise successfully delivered.

Velrik’s body reacted before his mind could catch up. His hackles rose, his weight dropped low, and for one sharp, disorienting moment he was somewhere else. His muscles locked, coiled to bolt.

Then the moment broke. Mira’s face. Lisa’s smile. Joren’s ridiculous grin. The smell of the house, of breakfast, of home.

He straightened, ears pressed back, chest heaving slightly. “You nearly gave me a heart attack,” he managed.

Lisa’s expression flickered—a shadow of understanding crossing her features before she smoothed it away. “We waited for at least half an hour to catch you off guard.”

Mira stepped forward, thrusting a cloth-wrapped bundle into his hands. “We all pitched in for this. You deserve something special.”

The bundle was surprisingly light, and the cloth was soft between his fingers. Velrik glanced at their expectant faces—Mira practically vibrating with excitement, Joren trying to look casual and failing completely, Dain watching with quiet approval, Lisa’s eyes warm with something that made his throat tight.

He unwrapped it carefully, his curiosity building with each fold of fabric that fell away.

A belt lay in his hands. Sturdy, well-crafted, the leather dark and rich with a subtle embossed pattern along its length. The buckle was simple but refined—iron worked with a smith’s careful attention. And attached at one side was a sheath, empty now, but sized and shaped in a way that made his breath catch.

“This is really nice,” he said, his voice coming out softer than intended. He traced his thumb over the stitching, feeling the quality of the work, the care that had gone into every detail. The leather was stamped with the image of winding vines and a small fox on each side—Joren’s handiwork, he guessed. Joren always liked stamping leather when he had spare time.

“Y’all made this for me?”

“Figured you’d need something proper to carry that dagger when it’s ready,” Joren said, his grin widening. “Can’t have you tucking a blade in your pants like some common thug.”

Lisa touched the belt where it lay in his hands. “We wanted it to be something from all of us.”

Dain crossed his arms. “Good leather. Solid work. Should last you a lifetime if you take care of it.”

Velrik swallowed hard, gripping the belt tight. It wasn’t just the quality of the gift that pressed against something raw inside him—it was the coordination, the planning, the fact that they had kept it secret and woken early and crowded into his doorway with faces bright enough to light a room.

“Thank you.” The words felt small against everything they carried. “I love it.”

Mira beamed and placed a hand on his head before crouching down, pulling him into a quick squeeze. Joren clapped him on the back with enough force to nearly knock him forward. Lisa’s embrace was gentler, her arms wrapping around him with the careful warmth she always showed.

Then Dain stepped forward, a second package in his hands.

“Figured I’d give you this too,” the dwarf said, his voice gruff. “Didn’t want you waiting too long, so I’ve been working overtime.”

Velrik’s ears came forward. The dagger. He had expected to wait at least a few more days, perhaps longer. Dain had said he was busy with commissions at the forge—but maybe that had been a farce all along.

Here it was, wrapped in cloth that matched the belt, waiting to be revealed.

He unwrapped it with hands that trembled despite his efforts to keep them steady.

The blade caught the morning light as the cloth fell away. The steel was layered—carefully folded over and over, producing a rippling pattern across the surface that resembled water stirred by wind. The edge gleamed with a sharpness he could feel without touching it.

The handle was dark wood, carved and shaped to fit his small hands. And there, set into the grain on each side with an artisan’s precision, were the fox’s eyes—glass, polished with a green pattern underneath, catching the light as though something alive looked out from the depths of the wood.

For several heartbeats, Velrik couldn’t speak. He turned the dagger over in his hands, feeling the balance of it, the way it settled into his grip as if it had been made for him and him alone.

Because it had been.

“This is incredible,” he said at last. “You really outdid yourself.”

Dain snorted, but Velrik caught the flicker of pride in his expression. “I don’t do shoddy work. And I know you’ll take care of it.”

“I will. Promise.”

He slid the dagger into the sheath on his new belt, and the fit was perfect—snug enough to hold secure, loose enough to draw quickly if needed. He fastened the belt around his waist, adjusting until it sat against his hips, and found himself standing a little taller.

“Alright,” Mira said, breaking the moment with her usual energy. “Now that you’re properly armed, how about we stop standing around and go celebrate? We’ve got the whole day ahead of us.”
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The market was their first destination.

After leaving the dagger and belt on his bed, they set out into the streets of Montressa that hummed with Zhaalday life. Velrik walked among his friends with his hood open, his tail moving gently behind him.

Lisa led them through the middle district and into the market square, where stalls lined the main road and the air was thick with competing scents—fresh bread, roasting nuts, sizzling meat, the sharp tang of spices from distant lands. Mira darted between vendors with her usual energy, exclaiming over rare seasonings and testing the weight of bagged goods.

“Flour, eggs, butter,” Lisa listed, examining each item as they gathered supplies. “We’ll need sugar...”

“Don’t forget the honey,” Velrik chimed in before she could finish.

“We won’t forget the honey,” she promised.

Lisa had asked him about it a few weeks prior, after dinner when the others had drifted to their own pursuits. She sat across from him at the kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea, and asked what his mother used to make for his birthday.

The question had caught him off guard, stirring memories he usually kept buried. He told her what he remembered—that it was round, with berries folded into the batter, and honey drizzled over the top while it was still warm from the oven. Lisa had listened without interrupting, and when he finished she simply nodded and changed the subject. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but it was obvious now what she had been planning.

They returned home with baskets laden—flour, eggs, butter, honey in a small clay pot, and coarse-ground sugar in a twist of paper. The kitchen was small, but they made it work, pushing aside clutter to clear the table, arranging tools and bowls for the task ahead.

Dain took charge of the mixing, his strong hands working the wooden spoon through the batter with surprising gentleness. Mira and Joren argued over who would crack the eggs—Joren claimed victory through sheer persistence, then promptly dropped shell fragments into the bowl and had to fish them out under Mira’s triumphant laughter.

Velrik poured the batter himself, watching it swirl into the cast-iron oven in a golden stream, breathing in the scent that rose from the mixture. It smelled like memory. Like something from before everything changed.

As always, waiting was the hardest part.

He settled near the hearth while the cake baked, watching the flames dance. The smell of baking filled the kitchen—warm and sweet and achingly close to something he had almost forgotten.

His mother had baked cakes like this in Vaelwyn—simple pound cakes served warm with honey drizzled over the top. He remembered sitting by the fire in their den, watching her work, listening to her hum melodies he could no longer quite recall.

The memory hurt, but it was a gentle hurt now—a bittersweet ache rather than the sharp pain it had once been. He had learned to carry these memories without being crushed by them. They were part of him, part of what made him who he was, and he would not give them up no matter how much they sometimes stung.

When the cake was finally done, they gathered around the table. The first piece went to Velrik—tradition demanded it—and he bit into it with a sense of ceremony that made the others smile.

The flavor spread across his tongue, warm and rich.

It was not his mother’s cake. The honey was different here—darker and more robust than the light golden sweetness he remembered. The flour had a coarser texture, the eggs a richer yolk. But the essence was there—the warmth, the simplicity, the comfort of something made with care by people who loved him.

He closed his eyes and let the taste hold him for a moment.

“Well?” Mira prompted, watching his face. “How is it?”

Velrik gathered himself before smiling. “It’s perfect,” he said, and his voice wavered slightly, raw with something he didn’t try to name. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

They ate the cake from the iron oven, passing slices around the table, talking and laughing and enjoying the simple pleasure of sweetness shared. No grand speeches, no formalities—just warmth, teasing, and the easy companionship that had grown between them over the past year.

Velrik was mostly silent, content to listen, observe, and hold the moment close. Their voices washed over him, and he let the sound fill him up, pushing back against the loneliness that never quite went away.

When the last of the cake was gone and the afternoon had stretched into evening, Mira produced another surprise from her bag.

“I bought this last week,” she announced, setting a wooden box on the table. “Thought it might be fun for tonight.”

The box contained a set of carved pieces and a folding board marked with a grid of squares. Velrik recognized it from the library—Stratagems, the game was called, a contest of maneuvering and capture that was popular among scholars and merchants alike.

“Do you know how to play?” Joren asked, peering at the pieces with undisguised skepticism.

“I’ve watched people play in the library,” Velrik said. “The basic rules, at least.”

“Good enough.” Mira began setting up the board, arranging the pieces with the careful attention of someone who had done this before. “I’ll teach the rest as we go. Fair warning—I’m not very good yet, so we’ll all be learning together.”

They played for hours. The game was more complex than Velrik had expected, the pieces interacting in ways that created cascading consequences several moves ahead. Mira had a natural talent for it, her mind tracking possibilities the others struggled to see. Dain played methodically, considering each move with a craftsman’s patience. Joren charged forward recklessly and lost badly his first three games, then surprised everyone by winning the fourth through sheer unpredictability.

Lisa didn’t play—she claimed she was content to watch—but her eyes tracked the board with an intensity that suggested she was filing away strategies for future contests.

Velrik won two games and lost three. His mind grasped the patterns quickly enough, but he lacked experience, making mistakes that Mira exploited with cheerful ruthlessness. He didn’t mind. The winning and losing were secondary to the playing itself—the focus it required, the way it drove out all other thoughts and left only the board and the pieces and the challenge of outmaneuvering his opponents.

By the time they finally put the game away, night had fully fallen. Candles flickered on the table, casting warm light across faces grown tired but content. The fire had burned low, coals glowing red and orange in the dimness.

“Good birthday?” Lisa asked, her voice soft in the quiet that had settled over them.

Velrik looked at each of them in turn—Mira already yawning, Joren slumped in his chair, Dain nursing the last of the ale he had brought from the market. Lisa watching him with that patient attention that never seemed to waver.

“The best,” he said.

And it was true. Not the gifts or the cake or the game—though all of those had mattered. It was the fact that they were able to spend a proper day together and celebrate. The belonging. The knowledge that these people had gone out of their way to make this day worth remembering.

For the first time in years, his birthday had been more than just another day of surviving. It was something to carry forward, a point of warmth he could return to when the nights were cold and the path ahead was uncertain.

Later, after the others had said their goodnights and retreated to their rooms, Velrik sat alone by the dying fire. His new belt hung on the chair beside him, the dagger’s hilt gleaming in the faint light. He ran his fingers over the leather, tracing the embossed vines, feeling the stitching beneath the tips of his claws.

He didn’t know what the future held—couldn’t see past the next few days, let alone the years ahead. But for the first time in a long while, that uncertainty didn’t frighten him. He had friends who had become family. He had skills and knowledge and the beginnings of a plan. He had a purpose, even if the path toward it remained unclear.

And he had this: a quiet moment at the end of a good day, surrounded by warmth and safety, with the knowledge that tomorrow would bring more to build on.

Velrik banked the coals, checked the locks on the doors and windows—a habit Gareth had drilled into him—and made his way upstairs. The bed welcomed him with soft blankets and the lingering warmth of the day’s happiness.
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Chapter 10
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Velrik’s lockpick bounced between his fingers. His grip was steady and purposeful—skills honed over the past four years. A slight click came from the mechanism he was manipulating, the brass pins shifting within the cylinder as he applied pressure with the tension wrench. He held his breath, ears angled toward the door behind him, listening for any sound from the hallway beyond.

The office was quiet, save for the occasional creak of wooden beams overhead and the distant murmur of the city filtering through the high window. There were always footsteps somewhere, always voices, always something. But here, in this room that smelled of ink and aged parchment and the sharper note of burnt candle wax, those sounds felt distant as Velrik focused on his immediate environment.

Moonlight filtered through the window nearby, casting silver beams across the cluttered desk and the shelves that lined the walls. Velrik had counted those shelves during his reconnaissance—fourteen along the western wall, twelve on the eastern, each one packed with ledgers, scrolls, and bound documents. The organization was meticulous, almost obsessive. Every spine aligned, every label facing outward, every piece of correspondence filed in its proper place.

Aldren Vosset kept careful records because his business demanded it. Velrik had learned that much from weeks of watching the man—studying his routines, his contacts, the way his shop operated as a front for something far uglier than fabric and tonics. Vosset was not careless. But his meticulousness would be his undoing.

And the documentation Velrik searched for, was about to become his prize.

He knew exactly where to look after several days of watching.

He adjusted the angle of his pick, feeling for the subtle give that would tell him the final pin had seated. The lock was old but well-crafted, the kind of mechanism that rewarded patience over force. He had learned that lesson early in his training.

A soft click, barely audible, and his ears gave an approving twitch.

The drawer slid open without resistance. Inside lay stacks of parchment, neatly arranged in the obsessive order that characterized everything about Aldren Vosset. But Velrik’s prize wasn’t among the visible documents. He reached toward the back of the drawer, his padded fingers finding the seam of a hidden panel worked into the wood. A slight pressure, a twist, and the panel came free.

The ledger rested beneath it, bound in dark leather and embossed with the merchant’s crest.

If Gareth’s information was correct, this book contained the names of dozens who had fallen into Vosset’s trap—desperate borrowers ensnared by debts that grew faster than they could ever hope to repay. Interest compounded overnight, payments that barely touched the principal, terms that shifted without warning. And when the borrowers finally failed, as they inevitably did, their freedom became the final collateral. Many of those names would be marked with symbols indicating their fate: sold to slavers when they failed to meet the impossible demands.

He tucked the ledger into a bag and was reaching to replace the panel when his ears twitched at a sound.

Footsteps coming from the ground floor. A door creaking open, the shuffle of boots on wooden planks.

Vosset had returned to his shop early.

Velrik’s body responded before conscious thought could intervene. He slid the panel back into place, eased the drawer closed, and secured it with a twist of his pick that left no sign of tampering. His movements were fluid, unhurried despite the urgency—Gareth’s voice steady in his memory: Panic is the thief’s greatest enemy. Move with purpose, not with fear.

He crossed to the desk in three quick strides. The drawers there held coin—a small pouch of silver Deni that Velrik scooped up and pocketed. Beside it lay a brass paperweight shaped like a coiled serpent, the kind of decorative piece a common burglar might find irresistible. He took that too, tucking it into his belt alongside the pouch.

Make it look like a robbery, plain and simple, Velrik though.

Let Vosset think some opportunistic thief found an open window and helped themselves to whatever they could carry. The ledger’s absence would be discovered eventually, but by then, hopefully it would be too late for the merchant to act.

The window was already open—Velrik had entered through it an hour earlier, scaling the building’s facade with ease. He crossed the room in silence, his paws absorbing any sound that might betray his passage.

Behind him, the office door rattled, and a key scraped in the lock.

Velrik was through the window and onto the narrow ledge outside before the door swung open. He pressed himself flat against the stone, the cool night air washing over his fur, and listened.

“What the—” Vosset’s voice, sharp with alarm. The sound of rapid footsteps, a drawer being yanked open after opening it with a key. “Someone’s been in here!”

Velrik didn’t wait to hear more. He dropped from the ledge to the windowsill below, his claws finding purchase in the weathered wood, then descended the final distance to the alley with a controlled fall that ended in a silent crouch. The shadows swallowed him before Vosset could reach the window, and by the time the merchant’s curses echoed into the night, Velrik was already three streets away.

The route to the safe house was one Velrik could have walked blindfolded. Through the merchant district’s winding alleys, past the shuttered shops and sleeping taverns, down toward the river where the air grew thick with the smell of water and fish and the particular mustiness of wood that spent half its life submerged.

He moved without hurry, his pace the measured stride of someone who belonged to the night rather than merely passing through it. At about three and a half feet, he was fully grown now—still small enough to vanish into spaces no human could follow, still light enough to cross rooftops without a sound, but carrying a lean strength in his frame that hadn’t been there four years ago.

The safe house waited near the southern river docks; hidden in an abandoned chandler’s shop whose entrance lay concealed behind rotting crates. Velrik slipped through the gap he knew well, navigated the twisting passage beyond, and emerged into the familiar room where Gareth sat waiting.

The older rogue looked up as Velrik entered, his eyes finding the shape of the ledger beneath the cloak. Four years they had worked together, and Gareth had never once expressed surprise at Velrik’s success. He expected competence now. He had trained for it.

“Trouble?”

“Not for me.” Velrik pulled the book free and laid it on the table between them. “Vosset came home early. He didn’t see me, but he knows someone was there. That man is too organized.”

Gareth set aside his pipe and reached for the ledger, flipping it open with practiced ease. “By the time he realizes what’s missing, we’ll already be ahead of him—hopefully.”

Velrik watched as Gareth’s expression darkened with every turn of the pages. Even from across the table, he could see the meticulously recorded names, the debts spiraling into impossible amounts. Marked beside several entries were symbols he had learned to recognize over the years—notations indicating individuals who had been sold to clear their balances, dozens of them.

“Bastard’s been busy,” Gareth muttered. He closed the ledger and tucked it into his own pack. “Lucien’s going to want this delivered tonight. And there’s one more thing he needs before I hand it over.”

Velrik straightened slightly. “You’re not going alone.”

A smile crossed Gareth’s face—not the sardonic smirk he usually wore, but something warmer. “Didn’t plan to. You’re coming with me.”

Velrik watched as Gareth gathered his tools.
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A little over four years had passed since that first meeting in Northwood Park. Velrik had just turned sixteen—fully grown by Vulpin standards, though still small by the measure of humans, barely reaching the chest of most adults. His body had filled out, muscle layered beneath his fur, his movements carrying the controlled grace of someone who had learned to make every motion count. He stood taller than he had at twelve, though still only three and a half feet from paw to ear tip. His fur had darkened slightly with age, the orange and brown deeper, and the gray markings on his face and ears more pronounced.

The belt everyone had made for his twelfth birthday still hung at his waist, the leather worn smooth from years of use but well-maintained, oiled regularly to keep it supple. The dagger in its sheath had drawn blood more times than he wanted it to—its blade resharpened countless times, its edge as keen as the day Dain had first presented it.

He remembered the first time vividly. The memory lived in his body as much as his mind—in the way his hands still tightened around the dagger’s hilt at certain moments, in the phantom sensation of hot blood gushing over his fingers.

Gareth had always known it would come. From the beginning of Velrik’s training, the older rogue had woven combat into their sessions—not as the primary focus, but as a constant undercurrent. Footwork drills and movement exercises. Striking patterns practiced against wooden posts in the safe house basement. The angles of the body where a blade could end a fight quickly, taught with the same matter-of-fact precision as lockpicking or observation. You’ll need this someday, Gareth had said once, early on. I’d rather you were ready when the time came than scrambling to learn with your life on the line.

The first time was two winters past, a job that reached Gareth through one of his contacts in the lower district. A washerwoman named Maren had spoken to him, clutching her daughter’s shoe and begging for help she couldn’t afford to pay for. Her hands had been raw from lye and cold water, her face hollowed by years of labor and worry, and when she spoke her daughter’s name, her voice had cracked in a way that made something twist in Velrik’s chest.

Gareth had listened to her story, taken the shoe, and handed the task to Velrik alone.

Find her. Bring her back.

The girl was twelve, her name was Tessa, and her scent trail led from the market to a run-down building in the middle district. The structure should have been abandoned, but beneath the smell of rotting wood and mildew, Velrik caught something else. Sweat and fear. The particular musk of a human male who hadn’t bathed in days.

He had arrived after dark, scouted the building from the rooftops, and descended through a gap in the roof when he heard the sounds drifting up from below. A voice, male, rough with impatience. And beneath it, muffled and desperate, the sound of someone trying to scream through a gag.

The sound had made something cold settle in Velrik’s chest. He knew what that fear felt like. He knew what it meant to have no one coming to help.

He quickly descended a flight of stairs and found the door at the end of a dark corridor, lamplight spilling from beneath it. His hand found his dagger and drew it with the smooth motion Gareth had drilled into him hundreds of times. Then he opened the door.

The room was small and squalid. A man knelt on a stained mattress, his back to the door, his attention fixed on the figure pinned beneath him. The girl lay with her wrists bound above her head, her clothes torn from her body, her eyes fixed on the ceiling as if she had fled somewhere deep inside herself where the present couldn’t reach.

The man heard the door and turned. His face was ordinary—not a monster in any visible way. Just a man, doing what he did because no one had ever stopped him.

For one frozen moment, they stared at each other. Then the man grabbed for a knife and jumped from the bed, the blade slashing toward Velrik’s head.

He ducked beneath the swing, his body moving on drilled instinct. The blade passed close enough to ruffle the fur on his ear, close enough that he felt the displaced air over him. Then he moved past the man’s side.

His dagger found the back of the man’s knee first—a sharp thrust that severed something vital. The man crashed to the floor with a scream, blood spilling across the filthy floor. Velrik kicked the knife from his grip before he could recover.

The man lay on his side, clutching his ruined leg, his face pale. He looked up at Velrik with eyes that had gone from rage to fear to something like pleading.

Finish it, Gareth’s voice whispered in his memory. Never hesitate.

But this was real. The blood pooling beneath the man was real, the smell of it thick and metallic, the warmth of it soaking into the fur of Velrik’s paws. The man was still alive, still breathing, still looking at him with those ordinary eyes in that ordinary face.

Velrik hesitated, and the man lunged.

It was a desperate, animalistic movement. His hands closed around Velrik’s ankle, yanking hard, and suddenly he fell. He hit the ground, a tangle of limbs, fur, and blood, and Velrik felt the man’s hands scrabbling for his throat, for his dagger, for anything that could turn the fight.

His body finished what his mind couldn’t.

His dagger buried itself in the man’s neck.

The sensation was something he would never forget. The initial resistance of skin, the sudden give as the blade found soft tissue, the grinding scrape against something harder—cartilage, or the edge of bone. Then the hot rush of blood that pulsed over his hand in time with a heartbeat already stuttering toward stillness.

The man made a wet, gurgling sound. Not a scream, not a word—something that seemed to come from deep in his chest rather than his throat. His hands fell away from Velrik’s body. His eyes went wide, then fixed on something far beyond the ceiling.

Velrik scrambled backward, yanking the dagger free. The blade came out with a sucking sound as the void in the man’s neck filled with air. Blood spat across his face, his chest, his hands. It matted into his fur and stained the white tip of his tail with crimson that wouldn’t wash out for days.

The man twitched once. Twice. Then lay still.

The silence that followed was deafening.

Velrik stared at the body, at the dark pool spreading beneath it, at his own hands where the blood had run between his fingers and collected in the creases of his pads. His stomach heaved, and he barely managed to turn away before he was sick, retching until there was nothing left, until his throat burned and his eyes watered and his whole body shook with the violence of it.

When the heaving stopped, he knelt there for a long moment, trying to make sense of what had just happened. He had killed a man, had taken his life. The weight of it pressed down on him, making it hard to breathe.

A sound behind him. Soft, muffled, terrified.

Tessa, he thought, his mind returning to the reason he was here.

He forced himself to move, to cut the bonds from her wrists, to speak in a voice that was barely steady. “It’s over. I’m here to help. Your mother sent me.”

The girl’s eyes opened. She looked at him—at the blood on his fur, the dagger in his hand, the body cooling on the floor—and for one terrible moment, he thought she would scream.

Instead, she just stared at him. Looking, but not seeing, the way people did when they had gone somewhere far away and were only just beginning to find their way back.

Velrik gently guided her to the side of the bed. “She’s waiting for you. Can you walk?”

She could walk, only barely. Her legs shook beneath her, and she flinched at every shadow, every sound. Velrik wrapped his cloak around her shoulders, hiding the torn clothes, and led her out of that place without looking back. The journey to the girl’s home was a blur, neither of them speaking.

When he delivered Tessa to her mother’s door, the woman fell to her knees and wept. She clutched her daughter so tightly that Velrik thought she might never let go. He stood there for a moment, watching, feeling something complicated move through his chest—relief, yes, but something else too. Something that looked at the blood still drying on his fur and wondered what kind of person he was becoming.

Velrik didn’t wait for thanks. He vanished into the night, moving without thought until he found himself at the river’s edge, the icy water sliding past in the moonlight.

The blood was still on him. On his hands, his face, his tail. He could feel it drying in his fur, stiffening the strands, pulling at his skin with every movement. The smell of it filled his nose—iron and flesh.

He waded into the river without hesitation.

The cold hit him like a physical blow, driving the breath from his lungs, but he didn’t stop. He pushed deeper until the water reached his chest, until his paws barely touched the silty bottom, and then he began to scrub. His claws raked through his fur, tearing at the matted places where the blood had dried, desperate to get it off, to get it all off. The water around him darkened, carried away by the current, but still he scrubbed—his hands, his arms, his face, the white tip of his tail that had turned crimson in the moonlight.

His teeth chattered. His muscles seized against the cold. But he stayed in the water, scrubbing until his skin was raw beneath the fur, until there was nothing left to wash away but the memory of what he had done.

When he finally dragged himself from the river, he was shaking so badly he could barely walk. He slowly made his way to the safe house on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else, his wet fur clinging to his body, the night air cutting through him like a blade. Gareth was there when he arrived, surprised to see him soaked and trembling, but said nothing. He simply stoked the fire higher and gestured to the spot before the hearth.

Velrik sat there until dawn, steam rising from his fur as the flames slowly chased the cold from his bones. Gareth didn’t ask what had happened right away. He didn’t need to. He just sat nearby, silent and watchful, and let Velrik stare into the fire until the shaking finally stopped.

By the time the sun rose, his hands were steady again. But something had changed in him that night—something that couldn’t be changed back.
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The memory faded as Gareth finished pulling on his coat and checking the buckles of his pack. The present reasserted itself—the safe house, the ledger, the work that remained. Evidence that would bring Vosset’s operations crashing down, but only if they completed the task ahead.

“The northern river docks,” Gareth said. “That’s where they’re keeping the ones who haven’t been sold yet. Lucien needs more information before his people move in. Guard positions, number of captives, best routes for extraction.” He glanced at Velrik, his expression settling into the focused intensity that preceded every operation. “Standard reconnaissance. You’ve done this a hundred times.”

“And if we’re seen?”

“We won’t be. But if we are, we adapt.”

They slipped out of the safe house and into the darkness. The night had grown colder while they talked, a reminder that spring in Montressa was a fickle thing—warm days giving way to nights that still carried the memory of winter. Velrik pulled his cloak tighter and followed Gareth through the maze of alleys and passages that led toward the river, two shadows among many in a city that had learned long ago not to notice them.

The northern docks sprawled along the riverbank in a maze of warehouses and piers. During the day, it teemed with activity. At this hour, with the moon high and the streets empty, it wore a different face entirely.

Velrik moved through the shadows with the ease of long practice, his body low to the ground. He had learned to move like this years ago, to use his small stature as a tool rather than a limitation.

You can go places no human could reach, Gareth had told him. Your size isn’t a weakness.

The warehouse stood at the end of a narrow pier. Two guards flanked the main entrance, their postures rigid with alertness. Velrik paused at the corner of a neighboring building, assessing the scene. The guards scanned their surroundings in regular intervals, never fixed in one place too long.

But they were human. Their eyes couldn’t pierce the darkness the way his could.

He circled wide, keeping to the shadows, approaching from an angle that kept the guards’ torchlight between them and his position. The smell of the river was strong here—fish, tar, and decaying wood—but beneath it, he caught something else. Unwashed bodies, fear, and old blood.

This was the place.

Gareth had suggested a technique for situations like this—removing his clothes and tools, making himself look more like an animal than a threat. Most humans, glancing into darkness, would dismiss a small shape close to the ground as an animal. A stray dog, perhaps, or a fox scavenging for scraps near the docks.

The idea had bothered him at first—not the practicality of it, but what it meant. Dropping low, letting people see an animal instead of a person, playing into the very assumption that had been used to diminish him his entire life. But the technique worked, and Gareth had been right: survival mattered more than dignity.

He handed Gareth his belongings, dropped into a low crouch, and moved quickly between the shadows, his dark fur blending with the night. Near the warehouse wall, where torchlight from the guards might catch him, he went lower still—nearly on all fours, his body pressed close to the cobblestones, moving with the quick darting gait of something feral. Anyone who caught a glimpse would see only a dark shape, low and fast, darting between cover the way any animal might. Nothing worth investigating.

He found a gap between the warehouse wall and the building beside it, too narrow for most humans. Velrik turned sideways and slipped through, emerging where a drainage grate offered access to spaces beneath the warehouse. The grate was rusted but not secured. He lifted it, set it aside, and dropped into the darkness below.

The space beneath the warehouse was cramped and damp, likely used for drainage or an old storage room that was sealed off. Velrik navigated by touch and sound, his ears tracking the vibrations of movement above. Voices filtered down through the floorboards—rough and careless.

He found a gap between two rotting planks and pressed his eye to it.

The warehouse interior was divided by rows of stacked crates. In the center stood a row of iron cages.

The captives huddled within them, bodies pressed together for warmth, faces gaunt with hunger. Men, women, children—at least three dozen. Many bore bruises and torn clothing, the dull-eyed look of people who had learned that hope didn’t exist.

The smell of them seeped through the floorboards—unwashed skin, old sweat, the particular sourness of people who had not been fed enough or given adequate water. Some of the children were crying, quiet hitching sobs that their mothers tried to muffle. Others sat in silence, staring at nothing.

Velrik’s fur bristled at the sight, memories of his own captivity rising unbidden. He forced the emotion down and focused on the task.

Four men patrolled the interior. Two more stood near the cages, their attention split between the captives and a card game. Near the main entrance, an overseer sat at a makeshift desk.

Seven guards total. The captives were chained in groups, collar to collar. The locks were simple—he could open them in seconds.

Velrik memorized every detail: guard positions, crate layout, lamp placement, exits, everything.

There were three ways out. Lucien’s people would have to cover each exit.

Velrik was preparing to withdraw when the main door banged open.

A cloaked figure strode in, boots striking the floor with urgency. The guards snapped to attention.

“Vosset’s ledger’s gone,” the newcomer said. “Someone knows. We can’t risk waiting on the ship. If the authorities come after us—”

“Then we change plans.” The overseer’s voice was sharp. “Are the wagons ready?”

“They’ll be here within the hour. We’ll move them to a different spot.”

Velrik’s stomach tightened. If they moved the captives before Lucien’s people arrived, everything would be for nothing.

He retreated through the crawlspace with urgent speed. The drainage grate scraped as he pushed through, the sound swallowed by the ambient noise. He emerged into the night and broke into a run, covering the distance to Gareth’s position in moments.

The older rogue was waiting in the shadow of a customs house, his expression shifting to alertness as Velrik appeared.

“They’re moving,” Velrik said, panting slightly. “Tonight. Wagons within the hour.”

Gareth cursed. “Then we don’t have time to wait. How many guards?”

“Seven inside. Possibly more soon.”

“The captives?”

“Thirty, maybe forty. Chained together.”

Gareth turned to a small group of figures waiting deeper in the shadows—Lucien’s men, who must have arrived not long ago to prepare for the morning’s operation.

“Change of plans. We’re moving now.” He pointed to one of the agents, a wiry man with a scar across his chin. “Get word to Lucien. Tell him we couldn’t wait—the slavers are moving the captives tonight. He’ll need to bring his people now if he wants to catch them.”

The man nodded and slipped away into the darkness.

Gareth turned to the remaining agents. “Half of you cut off the southern street. The rest come with me.”

Velrik finished dressing himself and tightened the straps of his belt. “I’m coming too.”

Gareth looked at him for a long moment. Something passed across his face—a tension between what he wanted and what he knew Velrik could do—but then he nodded. “Stay close. When it starts, don’t hesitate.”

The first wagon rattled into view as they took their positions around the warehouse.

Two men leaped down from the driver’s seat, waving to the guards as they prepared for loading. A second wagon followed close behind, its wheels groaning under some unseen weight. The slavers worked with practiced efficiency, hauling chains and prodding the captives toward the warehouse doors. Their voices carried across the pier—casual, unhurried, the tone of men who had done this work many times before and expected no interruption.

Velrik crouched in the shadows beside a stack of barrels, his body coiled tight. His heart beat steadily in his chest—not with fear, but with the focused anticipation that always preceded action. He had been here before. Had felt the same tension in his muscles, this same sharpening of his senses. The world narrowed to what mattered: the positions of the guards, the angles of approach, the weight of the dagger at his hip.

He didn’t enjoy what came next. He never had. But some things needed doing regardless of how they felt.

Gareth’s whistle cut through the night, drawing the attention of everyone around.

Velrik moved.

He crossed the distance to the nearest guard in three bounding strides, staying low, using the darkness and his small stature to close the gap before the man could react. The guard heard something—his head began to turn, hand drifting toward the sword at his belt—but by then Velrik was already inside his reach, too close for the longer weapon to matter.

The dagger sliced across the back of the guard’s knee. Velrik felt the blade catch on cloth, rip through it, then find the flesh beneath—the brief resistance of skin giving way to the deeper tension of muscle and tendon. The edge bit through, and he felt the vibration travel up his arm as something vital severed. The sensation was one that had never become comfortable—his stomach still tightened at the wet sound of it, the way the body jerked in response to damage it couldn’t yet comprehend.

The guard’s leg buckled. A choked cry escaped his throat, cut short as he hit the cobblestones. Velrik was past him before the body settled, already moving toward the next target, his ears trained backwards for warning signs of trouble.

Shouts erupted around him. Steel clashed as Gareth’s people engaged from multiple angles, the night fracturing into a chaos of movement and sound.

A slaver came at Velrik from the right, sword raised high for a killing blow. The man was large, his reach longer, his weapon heavier—advantages that should have mattered, but they only impeded him instead. Velrik stepped forward, inside the arc of the swing, so close he could smell the ale and sweat on the man’s clothes. The sword whistled past overhead, finding only air.

His dagger punched into the soft flesh above the man’s hip, angled upward, seeking the organs beneath. The blade slid in with less resistance than he expected—it always surprised him, how easily steel parted flesh when the angle was right. He felt the guard’s body seize around the wound, muscles clenching in shock, and then the wet heat of blood spilling over his fingers.

The guard’s eyes went wide. His sword clattered to the stones. Velrik twisted the blade once—Gareth had taught him that, had drilled it into him until the motion was automatic—and withdrew it in a single smooth pull. The man folded like wet cloth, his hands clutching uselessly at the wound that was already killing him.

Blood splashed across the cobblestones. Some caught the white tip of Velrik’s tail, matting the fur with crimson. He would need to wash it later, would need to scrub until the water ran clear and the smell faded. But that was later.

He didn’t slow.

A wagon driver fumbled with a crossbow, raising it with shaking hands. Velrik read the angle of the weapon, the tension in the man’s shoulders, the way his eyes kept darting between targets out of fear. The man was afraid, and fear made people unpredictable.

Velrik moved before conscious thought could intervene. He feinted left—the crossbow tracked him, the driver’s finger tightening on the release—then twisted right, closing the distance in two quick strides. The driver tried to adjust his aim, but Velrik was already too close. He launched himself upward, claws finding purchase in the man’s coat, using the momentum to climb the larger body like scaling a wall.

The driver staggered backward, his hands releasing the crossbow to grab at the creature suddenly clinging to his chest. His fingers closed on fur and cloth, pulling and tearing, but Velrik was already moving. His dagger found the junction of neck and shoulder, the soft hollow where the muscles met, and drove deep.

The grab became a spasm. Hot blood pulsed over Velrik’s hand, soaking through his fur, and he felt the moment the man’s strength left him—the sudden loosening, the weight that went from resistance to collapse. They hit the ground together, the driver beneath, the crossbow discharging harmlessly into a nearby wall.

Velrik rolled clear before the body stopped twitching. His hand was slick with blood, his grip on the dagger less certain than it should be. He wiped his palm against his trousers and adjusted his hold, forcing his breathing to stay even, forcing his mind to stay focused on what still needed to be done.

Movement at his back—instinct more than thought. He threw himself sideways, feeling the displaced air as a cudgel whistled past his ear. Close. Way too close. The wind of its passage ruffled the fur on his cheek.

He hit the ground rolling, came up on his paws, and found his attacker already swinging again.

The man was big, heavy with muscle, his weapon a length of iron-banded wood that would shatter bone if it connected. His face was twisted with rage, with the desperate fury of someone who knew they were losing and refused to accept it. The cudgel came down in a vicious overhead arc, aimed at Velrik’s skull.

But Velrik was faster. He dodged the second swing, felt the weapon pass close enough to stir his fur, and stepped inside the man’s space. His leg swept out in a low kick that targeted the man’s knee—the soft place behind it where the tendons ran close to the surface.

The slaver’s leg buckled under the unexpected impact. He fell to a knee, his weight working against him, and Velrik was on him before he could recover. The dagger punched through the gaps between his ribs, sliding between the bones, finding the soft tissue beneath. Velrik felt the blade scrape against bone, and then the man gasped beneath him as he coughed up blood.

The slaver tried to speak. His mouth opened and closed, then opened again. No words came out. Only blood, bright and bubbling, spilling over his lips as his eyes went distant.

Velrik pulled the blade free and rose, breathing hard but controlled. His hands were steady. His heart was steady. But somewhere beneath the calm, in a place he tried not to look at too closely, something ached. It always did. Every life he took carved a small piece away from something inside him—something he couldn’t name but knew he was losing.

Around him, the fight was ending.

Gareth moved through the remaining slavers like a specter, his rapier finding vitals and tendons with efficiency. The older rogue fought with an economy of motion that Velrik still aspired to—no wasted energy, no unnecessary flourishes, just death or incapacitation delivered with surgical precision. His face showed nothing. No satisfaction, no regret. Just focus, absolute and unwavering.

Lucien’s agents pressed from all sides, overwhelming the disorganized defenders. The slavers had numbers, but they lacked coordination, their discipline crumbling under the sudden assault. Some tried to flee and found their escape routes blocked. Others threw down their weapons and raised their hands. A couple fought to the end and died for their stubbornness.

Within minutes, it was over.

The last standing slaver dropped his weapon; his hands raised in surrender. The others lay dead, their blood pooling on the stones, mixing with the dirty water that collected there. The air smelled of iron and fear, mixed with the particular sourness of men who had soiled themselves in their final moments.

The captives stood wide-eyed in the warehouse doorway, faces caught between terror and hope. They didn’t understand what had happened yet—couldn’t process the sudden violence, the bodies, the strangers who had appeared from nowhere and cut down their captors. Some wept. Others stood frozen, unable to move.

Velrik cleaned his blade on a fallen slaver’s coat, working the cloth along the steel until it came away unstained. His breathing had steadied. The ache in his chest had faded to its familiar background hum. He slid the dagger back into its sheath, feeling the weight settle against his hip.

Gareth turned to Lucien’s men. “Free them. Keep them here until the Count arrives.”

Velrik watched as the soldiers moved to unlock the chains using a set of keys taken from a prisoner. The captives’ expressions transformed as the iron fell away—fear giving way to relief, confusion, and gratitude. A woman clutched her child and wept, her shoulders shaking with sobs she could no longer contain. An old man sank to his knees, his lips moving in silent prayer to whatever gods he still believed in.

Velrik’s hand rose without thought to touch his neck, feeling the fur where the collar had once sat. He remembered the weight of it. The way it had pressed against his throat, a constant reminder of what he was in the eyes of others. These people would carry that memory too—would wake in the night reaching for iron that was no longer there.

But they were free now. That was what mattered. That was why he did this, why he endured the blood and the killing and the small deaths that accumulated in his chest with every life he took.

Lucien arrived as the first gray light of dawn touched the horizon.

Gareth caught Velrik’s attention before he could be seen. “Up there,” he said, nodding toward a nearby rooftop. “Watch but stay hidden. Now’s not the time to show yourself.”

Velrik opened his mouth to protest, but something in Gareth’s expression stopped him. The older rogue’s jaw was set, his eyes carrying a warning that went beyond simple caution. This wasn’t just about the operation. This was something else.

“Trust me on this,” Gareth said quietly. “There are things at play here that you don’t fully understand. When the time is right, you’ll have your moment. But not like this. Not covered in blood at the scene of a slaughter.”

Velrik held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded. He scaled the side of a neighboring building with quick, practiced movements and settled into the shadows where the roofline met a crumbling chimney. From there, he could see everything without being seen.

Lucien came with a small force of his own men, their boots striking the cobblestones in disciplined rhythm. His dark coat was drawn tight against the chill, his eyes moving across the scene with calculating attention—cataloging the bodies, the freed captives, the blood drying on the stones. His face betrayed nothing, but Velrik had learned to read the subtle shifts in the half-elf’s posture, the minute tensions that revealed what his expression concealed. Lucien was surprised by the scale of what had happened here.

Velrik saw him looking around, not just at the bodies, but at the buildings and shadows as well. Perhaps impressed. Perhaps concerned.

Gareth met him near the warehouse entrance, and they spoke in low tones that Velrik couldn’t quite catch from his position. The ledger changed hands. Documents recovered from the wagons followed. Gareth gestured once toward the cages, once toward the bodies, his hands sketching the shape of the night’s events. At no point did he glance toward Velrik’s hiding spot. At no point did he give any indication that anyone other than himself and Lucien’s agents had been involved.

Velrik watched it all from the shadows, considering.

Four years he had operated with Gareth, building skills others might suspect but had never directly witnessed. He had been content with that arrangement—content to grow stronger in the darkness, to prove his worth through results rather than displays. Gareth had encouraged that approach, had told him there was wisdom in letting others underestimate what he was capable of.

But something had shifted tonight. The captives below, their faces still marked with trauma. The blood on his hands, on his tail. The memory of iron cages and chained collars, of people treated as property rather than persons. He had looked through those floorboards and seen himself—the child he had been, caged and collared and waiting for someone to come.

Someone had come tonight. And he was tired of pretending he hadn’t been part of it.

Before he could second-guess himself, Velrik dropped from the rooftop onto a crate. He landed lightly, the impact absorbed by bent knees and the pads of his paws, and he straightened into a posture that was neither aggressive nor submissive. He hopped down and strode over—not in an overtly prideful way, just there, present, visible, in a way he had never allowed himself to be in Lucien’s presence before.

He’s been helping Gareth with whatever jobs Lucien brought him. At first it was surprising, learning that Lucien worked in the shadow this way, but now Velrik saw it as an opportunity to prove to Lucien that he’d grown.

Both men turned at his approach. Gareth’s expression flickered with something that might have been surprise or concern, quickly suppressed. Lucien’s face remained carefully neutral, though his eyes sharpened—taking in details, making calculations, fitting this new piece into whatever larger picture he kept assembled in his mind.

Velrik stopped a few paces away and met Lucien’s gaze directly. He stood barely past the half-elf’s waist, and yet the way Lucien looked at him had nothing to do with size.

For just a moment—barely a heartbeat—something flickered across Lucien’s face. Not the mild surprise of an unexpected development, but something deeper. Something that looked almost like fear. His eyes lingered on the blood darkening Velrik’s fur, on the casual way his hand rested near the dagger’s hilt, on the stillness in his posture that spoke of someone who had learned to be dangerous.

Then the mask slid back into place, smooth and impenetrable, and Lucien was himself again.

But Velrik had seen it. That flicker. That moment of calculation behind the half-elf’s eyes as he reassessed everything he thought he knew.

“So, this wasn’t just Gareth,” Lucien said. His voice was even, controlled, but there was a new weight to the way he studied Velrik now. Not the way one looked at a curious child. The way one looked at a variable that had suddenly become unpredictable.

“I told you I’d become useful,” Velrik said with a smile that contrasted his bloodstained fur.

Lucien glanced at Gareth. Something passed between them—a question, perhaps, or an accusation. Gareth’s expression remained neutral, but Velrik caught the slight tension in his mentor’s shoulders, the way he had positioned himself slightly between Velrik and the half-elf. When Lucien looked back at Velrik, his face had settled into careful neutrality, though his eyes remained watchful.

“I knew you were clever,” he said slowly. “Resourceful. But this...” He gestured at the carnage around them—the bodies, the blood, the freed captives being led away by his agents. “This is something else entirely.”

“It’s for a good cause.” Velrik’s gaze flicked to the people being freed.

The silence that followed was different from before. Heavier. Velrik could feel the shift in the air, the way Lucien’s attention had sharpened into something more dangerous than simple interest. The half-elf was thinking—not about tonight’s operation, not about Vosset or the ledger or the freed captives. About him and what he was.

About what he might become.

“You always did have a knack for uncovering things you weren’t meant to find,” Lucien said at last.

“And you never tried very hard to stop me,” Velrik responded.

Something moved behind Lucien’s eyes. A decision being made, or perhaps deferred. “No. I suppose I didn’t.” He was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice carried a careful weight. “You performed exceptionally tonight. Better than I would have expected. But this is where you step back.”

Velrik’s posture stiffened slightly. “Why?”

“Because this isn’t your fight anymore,” Gareth said, stepping forward. His voice was firm, brooking no argument, but his eyes held something softer—something directed not at Lucien’s interests but at Velrik himself. “You’ve done enough. Now it’s time to go home.”

Velrik looked between them, reading the silent communication that passed in their exchanged glances. Gareth’s intervention felt protective—not of Lucien’s plans, but of Velrik.

“Vosset has allies,” Lucien continued, his tone smooth and reasonable. “Powerful ones, with connections to the nobility and the merchant guilds. Taking him down requires political maneuvering as much as evidence. It requires the kind of careful, measured approach that can’t be rushed by enthusiasm or complicated by—” He paused, and something cold flickered in his gaze. “Something unexpected.”

“Me?” Velrik asked, slightly confused.

“I mean anyone who doesn’t understand how these games are played.” Lucien’s voice was still measured and calm, but Velrik heard what lay beneath it now. A warning. The half-elf was deciding something—weighing options, calculating risks—and Velrik was now at the center of that calculation along with Gareth. “Pushing further risks entangling you in matters you’re not ready for. Matters that could destroy everything we’ve built here tonight.”

“I can handle—”

“No.” The word came from both of them—Gareth and Lucien, speaking in unison. Gareth shot a glance at the half-elf, something unreadable in his expression, then turned back to Velrik.

“Not this time,” Gareth said, his voice softer now. “You’re talented. More than you realize. But there are currents here that run deeper than you know.” He held Velrik’s gaze, and there was something in his eyes that looked almost like a warning. “Go home. Rest. Let us handle what comes next.”

Velrik’s jaw tightened. He understood what Gareth wasn’t saying—could read it in the tension of his mentor’s shoulders, the careful way he positioned himself between Velrik and Lucien. Something had shifted tonight, something beyond the successful operation and the freed captives. He had shown himself to Lucien, and in doing so, had changed the way the half-elf saw him.

Whether that change was for better or worse remained to be seen.

“Fine,” he said at last. “But don’t keep me in the dark.”

Lucien studied him for a long moment. His expression revealed nothing, but Velrik could feel the weight of that gaze—the assessment, the calculation, the quiet determination to understand exactly what kind of threat or asset Velrik might represent. Then he reached into his coat and withdrew something small before tossing it toward Velrik.

“A reward. Consider it an investment in your continued development.”

Velrik caught it without looking. The weight was unmistakable. Gold, a whole Sol.

“Oh,” he said, tucking the coin into his bag. “My friends don’t know about any of this. Please don’t tell them.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” Lucien’s voice was smooth, agreeable, but his eyes never left Velrik’s face. Watching closely, filing away every detail for later consideration.

Gareth stepped forward and ruffled the fur between Velrik’s ears. The gesture had felt condescending when he first started training, but now it carried the same affection his friends showed him.

“Get some rest before they notice you’re gone.”

Velrik hesitated, looking back at the warehouse where the last of the freed captives were being organized. Part of him wanted to stay, to see this through to its conclusion. But they were right. The work that remained was not his kind of work. It required patience and politics, lawyers and ledgers, the slow precise machinery of power that Lucien understood and Velrik did not.

He had played his part. Now it was time to step back into his normal life, at least for now.

He turned and melted into the pre-dawn streets, moving through the familiar alleys and passages that would carry him home before the sun rose fully. The city was beginning to stir around him—bakers starting their ovens, delivery carts rattling toward the markets, the first servants of wealthy households emerging to begin their day. Velrik passed among them unseen, just another shadow fading with the coming light.

He would step back from this fight, as they asked. But he was far from finished.
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Velrik made his way through the waking city toward a safe house on the edge of the middle district. It wasn’t meant for habitation, just a place to store supplies, to wait out trouble, to disappear when necessary. A stone well stood in the cramped courtyard behind it, its bucket worn but functional.

The bucket was heavy even when empty. Velrik lowered it into the well, listening to the splash echo up from the darkness below, then began to haul on the rope. His arms burned with the effort. He was stronger than he had been at twelve, but he was still small—still working with a body that would never match a human’s size or strength. He pulled the bucket up only half full, water sloshing over the rim, and even that weight made his shoulders ache as he carried it inside.

The interior was bare. Dusty floorboards, a cold hearth, a single window covered with rotting boards. Velrik set the bucket down and knelt beside the hearth, arranging kindling from the small supply kept in a corner. His hands were steady as he struck the flint, but he noticed the dried blood beneath his claws—rust-brown now, flaking away as he moved.

The fire caught, small at first, then it grew as he fed it larger pieces of wood. Orange light flickered across the walls, casting dancing shadows. Velrik stripped off his bloodied clothes and set them in a pile, then crouched beside the bucket and began to wash himself.

The water was cold. It bit into his skin as he scrubbed at his fur, working his fingers through the matted places where blood had dried. His hands first—the pads, the creases between his fingers, the fur along his wrists where the crimson had soaked deepest. He watched the water in the bucket turn pink, then red, and kept scrubbing until the fur was clean.

His arms next, then his chest. The spray and splatter had reached further than he’d realized, fine droplets that had dried into his coat without his noticing. His fur was mostly dark—some orange and white, but mostly russet and gray. The darker patches hid the blood better than lighter fur would have, but he could still feel where it had dried, could still smell the iron tang of it clinging to him.

The water in the bucket turned dark before he finished. He pulled his trousers back on—damp now, clinging uncomfortably to his legs—and carried the bucket back to the well. Another half-load, hauled up with arms that trembled slightly from fatigue. He brought it inside and continued.

The white tip of his tail was the worst. It always was. The pale fur there showed every stain, every mark, and because his tail hung low—brushing against the ground when he crouched, dragging through puddles when he moved quickly—it seemed to find blood no matter how careful he was. He had scrubbed it clean after fights before, had watched the water turn crimson as he worked the blood out of the delicate fur. Tonight was no different.

He worked at it until his fingers ached, until the water in the bucket was too fouled to use again. A faint discoloration remained despite his efforts, a shadow of rust that would fade in time but never quite disappear. He had learned to live with that. The tip of his tail carried the marks of every fight he had survived, even when those marks were invisible to anyone but himself.

He thought about what the others would say if they could see him now. If they knew what he had done tonight—not just the stealing and skulking, but the killing. The way the dagger had felt in his hand, the sounds the men had made, the warmth of their blood over his fingers. It was wrong.

He didn’t like killing. That was the truth of it—plain and simple. It wasn’t something he had grown into or learned to enjoy, no matter how efficient he had become at it. Each time left something behind that no amount of scrubbing could reach. But people like Vosset existed, and the men who worked for him existed, and the cages existed, and sometimes the only answer to those things was someone willing to do what needed doing.

He had told himself that many times. The word necessary had come to define him over the past four years. The training was necessary. The killing was necessary. The secrets, the lies, the careful double life he maintained—all of it necessary.

He had told himself that so many times that the word had lost some of its meaning. But sitting here in the dim light of a dying fire, scrubbing blood from his clothes while the city woke around him, he found himself turning it over again in his mind.

Necessity had shaped him. He understood that now. The boy who had arrived in Italios more than ten years ago—frightened, uncertain, losing sight of hope—that boy was gone. In his place stood something harder, something that had learned to save itself. He had become dangerous because the world demanded it. He had learned to kill because the alternative was to remain helpless, to remain the kind of person things happened to rather than the kind who made things happen.

Was that wrong? He wasn’t sure anymore. The philosophers he read in the library would say that violence corrupted the soul, that each life taken left a mark that couldn’t be washed away. But the philosophers wrote from comfortable studies, surrounded by books and safety, never having to choose between their principles and their survival.

Velrik had made his choice. He would do what was necessary to find Vaelwyn, to find his parents, to reclaim the life that had been stolen from him. If that meant becoming something harder, something that could make even Lucien look at him with unease—then so be it.

But sometimes, in quiet moments like this, he wondered what his parents would think if they could see him now. Would they recognize the son they had lost? Or would they see only a stranger, shaped by violence and necessity into something they had never intended?

He exhaled a sigh and wrung out his work clothes before hanging them near the fire to dry. His belt and dagger came next. These he cleaned with the care Gareth had taught him—methodical, thorough, leaving no trace that might betray what they had been used for. The leather first, wiped down with a damp cloth, then dried and oiled to prevent cracking. The blade next, cleaned with a separate cloth, every inch of steel examined in the firelight for any lingering residue. The hilt, the guard, the seam where the blade met the handle—places where blood could hide, where a single overlooked speck might raise questions he couldn’t answer.

When he was satisfied, he dried everything thoroughly and set them aside.

His work clothes went into the remaining water—the dark browns and muted greens that Gareth had recommended for nighttime operations. The colors were practical, natural-looking, the kind that wouldn’t seem suspicious even with a few stains on them. He had learned to keep a separate set of clothes for this work, garments that could be washed and worn again without raising questions. Clothes were expensive, and asking Lis to make more after every job was sure to bring suspicion.

He scrubbed the fabric against itself, working the blood out of the weave, watching the fresh water darken again. The work was tedious but necessary—everything about this life was necessary.

From his bag, he pulled the clothes Lisa and Beth had made for him—proper garments, well-crafted, the kind of thing that told the world he was someone’s friend, someone’s family, not a shadow that crept through the night with blood on his hands. A soft pale gray linen shirt, trousers in a darker brown, and a vest that Lisa had embroidered with subtle patterns along the hem.

He dressed slowly, his movements heavy with exhaustion. The contrast between these clothes and the ones drying by the fire felt like a statement, a reminder of the two lives he was trying to balance. By day, he was Velrik—a strange one in the eyes of the world, who helped at the library, who lived with his friends, who was learning to read and write and understand the world. By night, he was something else entirely.

He wondered how long he could keep those two selves separate. How long before one consumed the other.

The fire had burned down to embers by the time his work clothes were dry enough. He gathered his things, checked the room one final time for any sign of his presence, and slipped out into the growing morning light.

His everyday cloak hung from his bag—a simple thing in dark green wool that Lisa had made for him last winter. He pulled it on as he walked, grateful for its familiar weight around his shoulders.

The walk home took longer than usual. His body was heavy with exhaustion; his mind fogged with the weight of too many thoughts and too little sleep. The city moved around him in its familiar rhythms—early morning merchants calling out to customers, carts rattling over cobblestones, and people muttering words as they passed him. Velrik moved through it all like a ghost, present but not quite part of it.

When he reached the house, he climbed through his window as the sun rose fully over the rooftops. His room was exactly as he had left it—small and sparse, the loose floorboard waiting to receive the tools and weapons he carried. He stored everything carefully, making sure the board sat flush with the floor, then stripped off his cloak and boots and collapsed onto his bed.

Sleep claimed him before his head fully settled against the pillow.

Then a knock came what felt like only moments later.

Velrik’s eyes flew open. Pale sunlight streamed through the gaps in his shutters, brighter now than it had been, telling him that more time had passed than he’d realized. An hour, perhaps. Maybe two. Not nearly enough.

Another knock, more insistent.

“Vel, I know you’re in there.” Mira’s voice carried through the door, light but with an undertone he couldn’t quite read. “Unless you’ve died in your sleep, in which case I’m claiming your stuff.”

He groaned, rubbing his eyes. His body protested as he pushed himself upright, muscles stiff and aching from the night’s exertions. For a moment, he considered ignoring her—pretending to still be asleep, waiting until she gave up and left.

But Mira wouldn’t give up. She never did. And if he didn’t answer, she would only worry more and ask questions. She would look at him with that sharp, knowing gaze that made him feel like she could see right through every lie he told.

Better to face her now, while he still had the energy to pretend.

He crossed the room and cracked the door open, squinting against the light from the hallway.

Mira stood with her arms crossed, weight shifted to one hip. She had dressed for a performance—a fitted green tunic with golden embroidery at the cuffs and neckline, a brown leather corset cinched at her waist, dark leggings tucked into polished boots. Her lute hung across her back, the wood gleaming in the morning light. Her green eyes studied him with an attention that made him want to look away.

“You look terrible,” she said.

“Didn’t sleep well.”

Her gaze lingered on him a moment longer than necessary. He could see the questions forming behind her eyes—where had he been, what had he been doing, why did he look like someone who had spent the night doing something other than sleeping. But she didn’t ask. That was one of the things he appreciated about Mira. She noticed things, filed them away, but didn’t push. Not unless she had to.

“Lucky for you,” she said, “I have a solution. Breakfast.”

Velrik blinked. “Breakfast?”

“Yes, that thing people eat in the morning. The meal you usually skip because you’re too busy sleeping off whatever it is you do all night.” She smiled, but her eyes remained watchful.

“I have a performance at a restaurant in the upper district. They’re treating me to a meal beforehand, and I got permission to bring family.” She tilted her head. “You’re coming with me.”

Family.

The word settled into him, warm despite his exhaustion. Mira had never been one for sentimentality, but she had always treated him like a younger brother—looking out for him, including him, making sure he knew he belonged even when the rest of the world made him feel like an outsider.

He should say no. He was exhausted, wrung out, his mind still clouded with the events of the night. The last thing he wanted was to sit among wealthy patrons in the upper district, feeling their eyes on him, hearing their whispers about the strange creature the bard had brought along.

But Mira had come to invite him. Had thought of him, had made the effort to get permission for him to come. And the thought of warm food, of sitting across from a friend, of pretending for a few hours that his life was simpler than it actually was—that held an appeal he couldn’t quite deny.

“Alright,” he said. “Give me a moment.”

She nodded and leaned against the doorframe while he prepared. His fingers combed through his fur to smooth down the places where the brief sleep had matted it. The clothes he had worn from the safe house were still clean, still presentable—Lisa’s work, well-made and wouldn’t stand out too much. He checked himself in a small bronze mirror that he had bought and hung on the wall, making sure there was no sign of the night’s activities visible in his fur.

His reflection looked back at him with tired green eyes. The vertical pupils were slightly dilated in the dim room, giving him the predatory look that made humans uncomfortable. His fur was dark, the gray and russet blending together across his face and chest, broken only by the touches of orange and white that caught the light. The white patches on his ears and around his muzzle stood out against the darker tones, and for a brief moment he simply stood there and looked at himself.

“Ready?” Mira asked.

“Yeah, ready,” he replied, before grabbing his small coin purse hanging on a chair.

They made their way through the quiet house and out into the morning streets. The sun was fully up now, warming the cobblestones and chasing the lingering chill from the air. Spring had finally taken hold after the false starts of the past few weeks, and the city seemed to breathe easier for it. Flowers bloomed in window boxes, trees wore their new leaves like fresh garments, and the sky stretched overhead in a pale, cloudless blue.

It was almost as if he had never stabbed and sliced through flesh the night prior.

The walk to the upper district took them through the heart of Montressa. Velrik drew his hood up as they crossed into the mine streets—it was still best to keep himself hidden as much as possible here. The wealthy quarter of Montressa had never been comfortable for him. The people here looked at him differently than they did in the lower districts. Down there, he was a curiosity, a strange creature that most people were too busy to pay much attention to. Up here, he was an intrusion, something that didn’t belong among the fine clothes and manicured gardens.

Mira noticed his tension and slowed her pace, walking closer to him so that they moved together as a unit. “Relax,” she said quietly. “You’re my guest. Anyone who has a problem with that can take it up with me.”

“I’m fine. But are you sure they’re okay with it?”

“Don’t worry about that, I told them you’re family, and they agreed. If they have a problem with you, they can lose the deposit they already paid me.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Trust me. The restaurant is good, and the chef owes me a favor. We’re going to eat like nobles, I’m going to play music, and you’re going to sit there and enjoy yourself whether you like it or not.”

Despite his lingering exhaustion, Velrik felt the corner of his mouth twitch. “Is that an order?”

“Consider it a strong suggestion from someone who cares about your wellbeing.”

The restaurant occupied the ground floor of a stately building near the upper district’s main square. White awnings shaded the outdoor seating area, where wrought-iron tables were arranged beneath carefully trimmed trees. The smell of spiced tea and fresh pastries drifted through the air, mixing with the subtler scents of flowers and expensive perfume.

An attendant in a pressed uniform greeted them at the entrance. His eyes moved over Velrik with barely concealed surprise, taking in the fur, the ears, the tail that swayed behind him. For a moment, Velrik thought he might refuse them entry.

“This is my family member,” Mira said, her voice pleasant but carrying an edge of steel. “I believe the arrangement was discussed with your manager.”

The attendant’s expression smoothed into professional neutrality. “Of course, madam. Right this way.”

He led them to a table near the edge of the seating area, positioned with a view of the small stage where Mira would perform. The chairs were upholstered in cream-colored fabric, the table covered with a white cloth, the silverware polished to a mirror shine. Everything about the place spoke of wealth and refinement, of a world where people had time and money to spare for such luxuries.

Velrik settled into his chair, acutely aware of how out of place he looked. His fur and sharp features stood out against the pale elegance of the surrounding patrons, and he could feel their glances—curious, wary. He heard the whispers, too. His ears were good enough to catch them even when they thought they were being discreet.

“Is that a fox?”

“Some kind of animal, I think. Strange company for a performer.”

“Aberrants are dangerous. Why would they let one in here?”

Velrik let the words wash over him without reacting. He had heard worse. Had endured worse. These people with their fine clothes and comfortable lives—they didn’t know anything about him, about what he had survived, about what he was capable of. Their opinions meant nothing.

A server approached, a young woman in a crisp apron who managed to keep her expression professional despite the obvious curiosity in her eyes. She set down a pot of tea and two cups, along with a basket of fresh bread and a small dish of butter.

“The chef has prepared a special selection for Madam Mira and... her guest,” she said. “I’ll bring the first course shortly.”

When she was gone, Mira poured tea for both of them. The liquid was amber-colored, fragrant with spices Velrik didn’t recognize—something warm and slightly sweet, with undertones of citrus and honey. He wrapped his hands around the cup, letting the heat seep into his fingers, and took a careful sip.

The flavor bloomed across his tongue, complex and soothing. He could taste ginger, he thought, and something warm. A far cry from the simple black tea he was used to.

“Good?” Mira asked.

“Very,” he smiled.

She smiled and reached for a piece of bread, tearing it in half and spreading butter across one piece before handing it to him. “Eat. You look like you haven’t had a proper meal in days.”

The bread was still warm from the oven, the crust crisp and golden, the interior soft and yielding. The butter melted into it, rich and creamy. Velrik ate slowly, savoring each bite, feeling some of the tension in his shoulders begin to unwind.

The first course arrived a few minutes later—a selection of fruits arranged on a porcelain plate, accompanied by a small pot of honey for drizzling. There were berries Velrik recognized, strawberries and blueberries bright against the white ceramic, but also things he had never seen before. Slices of something green and sweet, segments of a pink fruit with a texture like a lemon.

“This is incredible,” he said, surprising himself with the admission.

Mira grinned. “Told you. The chef here trained in Hellenis. He knows what he’s doing.”

The second course was eggs—prepared in some elaborate fashion that involved herbs, cream, and a delicate sauce that Velrik couldn’t identify. The third was small pastries filled with savory meat and vegetables, the crust flaky and golden, the filling rich and perfectly seasoned.

By the time the meal wound down, Velrik felt more alive than he had in days. The exhaustion was still there, lurking beneath the surface, but the food had taken the edge off of it. He felt warm and comfortable, almost content.

Mira set down her teacup and stretched, rolling her shoulders. “I should get ready for my set. Will you be alright on your own?”

“I’ll manage,” he said casually before taking another sip of the fragrant tea.

She stood, adjusting her lute across her back, and gave him a look that was equal parts affection and exasperation. “Try to stay awake. I want to know how I sound from the audience.”

The stage was a small, raised platform near the center of the seating area, positioned so that the performer could be seen from every table. Mira climbed the two steps with the easy grace of someone who had done this countless times, settled onto the stool provided, and began to tune her lute.

The conversations around the restaurant quieted as the first notes rang out. Mira’s fingers moved across the strings with practiced skill, coaxing a melody from the instrument that seemed to fill the space without overwhelming it. When she began to sing, her voice wove the music like a thread of silver, clear, pure, and achingly beautiful.

The song was an old one, something Velrik had heard her practice before. A ballad about lost love and distant shores, the kind of thing that made people think of their own memories and regrets. Around him, the patrons fell silent, drawn in by the music, their conversations forgotten.

Velrik let himself sink into the chair, let the melody wash over him. Mira’s voice rose and fell, carrying him along with it, and for a little while he stopped thinking about the blood on his fur and the fear in Lucien’s eyes. There was only the music, the warmth of the sun, and the pleasant fullness in his stomach.

He must have dozed, because suddenly Mira was finishing her final song and the restaurant was filling with polite applause. He blinked, sitting up straighter, and watched as she bowed gracefully to the audience before stepping down from the stage.

She returned to the table with a satisfied smile, accepting a fresh cup of tea from the server who appeared at her elbow. “Well? How was it?”

“Beautiful,” Velrik said honestly. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard you sing.”

She took a sip of her tea, watching him over the rim before speaking. “You fell asleep.”

“Only for a minute,” he said, ears angling back in embarrassment.

“I’ll take that as a compliment though. My music is soothing.” Her expression softened slightly. “You really do look exhausted, Vel. I’m not going to ask what you were doing last night—but be sure to eat and sleep too.”

He met her gaze, reading the concern there, the questions she was choosing not to ask. “Don’t worry, I was just out a little longer than I wanted to be is all.”

She set down her cup, her fingers tracing the rim. “I know you’re doing something at night. I’m not blind, and I’m not stupid, I’m sure the others have noticed you sneaking out too.”

Velrik was quiet for a moment, considering how to respond. Denial seemed pointless. Mira knew him too well for that.

“It’s nothing bad,” he said finally, though he wasn’t sure if he even believed himself. “I won’t get into any trouble. I’m just learning—useful things that will help me eventually.”

“Help you how?” she asked, her face genuinely curious.

“Help me get home.”

The words hung between them, heavy with meaning. Mira knew he wanted to find his home, to return to the place he had been taken from. They all knew. It was something he had spoken about since he was a child, a distant dream that had never quite faded.

“You’re going to leave?” she asked.

“Eventually. I’ve never stopped looking for a way back.” His face was downcast; he knew Mira and the others cared for him and saw him as a member of their ragtag family.

She nodded slowly, something complicated moving behind her eyes. “I know. I just...” She trailed off, leaning against the back of her seat. “You’ve been with us for what—eleven years almost? You’ve grown up here. We’re your family too, even if we’re not the family you were born to. I don’t want you to leave. But I understand that you’ll need to one day.” She reached over and gave his ear a gentle tug. “And I just want to make sure you’re not rushing into something dangerous because you’re impatient.”

“I’m not rushing.” He met her gaze steadily. “I’m preparing.”

He looked down at his hands, at the dark fur and the small claws, at the pads that had learned to grip daggers, pick locks, and climb walls. “I was helpless when I came here. Dependent on everyone else. I don’t want to be that anymore. I want to be able to take care of myself, to handle whatever I find when I go looking for home.”

Mira was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. “You’re not a child anymore. I see that. You carry yourself like an adult, you think like an adult, you make decisions like an adult. Sometimes I forget you’re only sixteen.”

“Sixteen is an adult for Vulpin.”

“I know. You’ve told me.” A small smile crossed her face. “But you’ll still be our little fox, even if you could probably beat me in a fair fight.”

Velrik felt something ease in his chest. “I wouldn’t fight you.”

“Good. Because I would absolutely cheat.” She reached over and squeezed his hand briefly. “I want you to stay a while longer, and everyone else does too. Is that too selfish?”

“No. I want to stay too.” He meant it. For all his planning, for all his training, for all the coin he had been saving toward a journey that might be years away—he wasn’t ready to leave them. They were his family, the family he had chosen and been chosen by in turn. Leaving them would hurt in ways he wasn’t prepared to face.

“Then stay,” Mira said simply. “For now. And when the time comes—when you’re really ready—we’ll help you however we can. But don’t disappear in the middle of the night without saying goodbye. Promise me that.”

“I promise.”

She held his gaze for a moment longer, then nodded and sat back. “Good. Now finish your tea. I have another set soon, and you look like you could use a few more minutes of rest.”

They sat in comfortable silence after that, watching the other patrons, listening to the soft murmur of conversation around them. The sun had climbed higher, warming the air beneath the awning, and Velrik felt himself relaxing despite the exhaustion that still dragged at his limbs.

When Mira returned to the stage for her second performance, he listened more attentively this time, watching her fingers dance across the strings, noting the way she controlled the room with nothing more than music and presence. She was good at what she did—genuinely talented in a way that had nothing to do with luck or circumstance. She had worked for this, had practiced and struggled and improved until she could command the attention of a room full of wealthy strangers.

After the second set, he said goodbye. Mira had obligations at the restaurant—more sets to play, conversations with the management, discussions about future performances—and Velrik didn’t want to linger longer than necessary. The upper district still felt uncomfortable, and he was eager to be somewhere that didn’t make him feel like an exhibit in a show.

He made his way back through the city streets, taking his time, letting the spring sunshine warm his fur. The exhaustion was still there, but it had settled into something manageable, a weight he could carry rather than be crushed by. The meal had helped, but the conversation with Mira had helped more. It reminded him that they still cared for him.

The library waited for him in the middle district, its familiar old building was a welcome sight after the elegant strangeness of the upper district restaurant. He pushed through the heavy doors and breathed in the scent of old paper and binding glue, letting it settle over him like a comfortable blanket.

Orlin looked up from his desk as Velrik entered, offering the same small nod of acknowledgment he had given for years. The old librarian had never treated him as anything other than a patron—curious and strange, perhaps, but entitled to the same access as anyone else who had been given permission. It was one of the things Velrik appreciated most about this place.

He made his way to his usual section, running his fingers along the spines until he found what he was looking for. Not the histories he usually favored, or the books about geography and distant lands. Today he wanted something different.

The volume he selected was bound in dark leather, its title embossed in faded gold: The Art of Governance: A Study of Political Strategy in the City-States of Gravanth. He had seen it before, had passed it by in favor of more immediately useful texts. But after last night—after seeing the way Lucien and Gareth operated, the careful dance of power and influence that surrounded everything they were about to do—he wanted to understand more.

If he was going to be part of this, truly part of it, he needed to know more than how to pick locks, climb walls, and open veins. He needed to understand the larger game. The rules that governed it. The strategies that separated those who wielded power from those who were wielded by it.

He settled into his usual chair by the window, the afternoon light falling warm across the pages, and began to read.

The book was dense, written in the formal style of academic scholars, but Velrik had long since learned to parse such texts. The author discussed the various methods rulers had used throughout history to consolidate power—alliances and betrayals, public gestures and private negotiations, the careful cultivation of reputation and the strategic deployment of force.

Some of it was familiar. He recognized the patterns from his own experiences, and from other books that mentioned war as a political tool. But seeing it laid out in text, analyzed and explained, gave him a new perspective. These weren’t just the instincts of clever men. They were techniques and strategies that could be learned and applied.

He read about a duke who had risen to power through careful manipulation of trade routes, making himself indispensable to the merchants who controlled Rhema’s economy. About a countess who had outlasted three rival claimants by never making an enemy she didn’t have to make, by always leaving her opponents a way to save face even in defeat. About a king who had united warring provinces not through force but through marriage alliances, binding his enemies to him with ties of blood and obligation.

The common thread was patience. None of these figures had achieved their goals quickly. They had played long games, thinking years ahead, planting seeds that wouldn’t bear fruit for many seasons. They had understood that power wasn’t something you seized in a single moment—it was something you built, carefully, over time.

Velrik thought about his own situation. About the skills he was developing, the knowledge he was accumulating, the connections he was slowly building. He thought about Lucien’s careful plans and Gareth’s practical expertise and his own small place in whatever larger design was unfolding around him.

He was a piece on a board, he realized. A useful piece, perhaps, but a piece nonetheless. Lucien moved him according to strategies Velrik didn’t fully understand. Gareth trained him according to priorities that weren’t entirely his own.

But pieces could become players, if they learned the rules well enough. If they understood the game.

The afternoon stretched on, the light shifting from gold to amber as the sun descended toward the horizon. Velrik read until his eyes ached, until the words began to blur together on the page. Then he closed the book, marked his place, and sat for a moment in the quiet of the library.

The day had been strange. Violent and peaceful, terrifying and comfortable, by turns. He had killed men in the darkness and eaten pastries in the sunlight. He had washed blood from his fur and listened to music that made him feel at peace. He had felt like a monster, then hours later he was treated like a cherished family member.

That was his life now. The contrast, the contradiction, the constant balancing act between what he was and what he was becoming.

He returned the book to its shelf, nodded goodbye to Orlin, and stepped out into the evening air. The streets of Montressa were quieter now, the day’s commerce winding down, the lamplighters beginning their rounds. He walked home through the gathering dusk, his mind still turning over everything he had read, everything he had experienced, everything he still didn’t understand.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges, but tonight he would go home and eat dinner with his family.
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Chapter 11
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A book lay open on the table before Velrik, its pages yellowed with age and filled with tales of heroes and ancient kingdoms. He had been staring at the same two pages for the better part of an hour, his eyes moving across the words without taking them in. The story was about a knight who had crossed an ocean to rescue a princess from a tower of black stone, battling sea serpents and wicked sorcerers along the way. The kind of tale mothers told their children before bed, full of courage and certain victory and the comfortable assurance that good would triumph over evil in the end.

Velrik turned the page without having read the last one.

He had chosen this book deliberately—something light, something that didn’t require the concentration of histories or political treatises. Something to pass the time while he waited for Gareth to contact him with actual work. But even stories of heroic knights and rescued princesses couldn’t hold his attention when his mind kept drifting to everything that had happened over the past month, and everything that hadn’t.

A month since he had stood before Lucien with blood matting his fur and watched something shift behind the half-elf’s careful eyes. A month since Gareth had ruffled his ears and told him to go home, to rest, to wait.

He was tired of waiting now.

The library was quiet in the mid-afternoon lull, the usual scholars and merchants having retreated for their midday meals. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, warm with the promise of summer that Maerel always carried. The season had turned fully now, the last lingering chill of spring finally giving way to days that stretched long and golden into evening. Outside, the city hummed with the activity of people making the most of the pleasant weather, but in here the only sounds were the occasional rustle of pages and the soft footsteps of other patrons moving through the stacks.

Velrik shifted in his chair, his tail curling around the leg in the usual unconscious habit. His thoughts kept drifting from the page to the loose floorboard beneath his bed at home, to the coins hidden there. Two hundred and thirty-five Deni and three Solarin. He had counted them that morning, running his claws through the small pile, calculating what they might buy.

The money represented years of careful work—his share from jobs with Gareth, the occasional small sum for helping Orlin organize the library’s more chaotic sections, and the coins he had managed to take from Veldoran many years ago. Every piece had been earned and hoarded with a single purpose in mind: finding Vaelwyn and getting home.

It was a significant sum. Nearly thirty thousand Cen—more than most people in the lower district would see in two years of labor. Enough to live comfortably for a long stretch if he was careful, enough to cover food and shelter for a year or more without needing to work. But he had spent enough hours in this library to know that wealth was relative, that what seemed like a fortune to a laborer was a month’s income for a merchant, and what seemed vast to a merchant was nothing to a lord.

And travel—the kind of travel he was planning—was expensive in ways that went far beyond simple passage.

Ships charged by the week, and a journey across the Lunarin Sea could take at least that long depending on weather and winds and the unpredictable moods of captains who answered to no authority but their own. The cheapest berths meant sleeping in the hold among cargo and rats, eating hardtack and drinking water that grew fouler with each passing day. Better accommodations cost more—sometimes much more—and even then there was no guarantee of safety or comfort.

Equipment wore out and needed replacing. Clothes that were adequate for city life would fall apart under the strain of travel. Boots needed to be sturdy, cloaks waterproof, packs well-constructed enough to survive being thrown onto dock floors and dragged through foreign streets. Food had to be bought, lodging secured, bribes paid to customs officials and harbor masters who looked unfavorably on travelers without proper documentation.

And he didn’t even know where he was going. Qa’tarim—the port where the slavers had shipped him from Sundarra to Italios ten years ago—was his only lead. From there, he would have to find passage south, somehow locate an island that didn’t appear on any chart, and convince whoever he found to help him reach it without raising the wrong kind of attention.

The task felt impossible when he laid it out like that. But he had been owned by men who treated him as less than a person, and he had survived. He had been alone in a foreign world with no skills and no connections, and he had built a life. Impossible was just a word people used for things they hadn’t figured out yet.

He needed more than money, though. He needed knowledge, contacts, a way to find what had been hidden for centuries. And sitting in this library reading stories about fictional heroes wasn’t getting him any closer to that goal.

He also wanted to leave enough behind for his friends—enough that they wouldn’t struggle after he was gone. The thought of leaving them with nothing but a goodbye sat poorly in his chest, no matter how distant the departure might be.

The scrape of chair legs against the wooden floor pulled him from his thoughts.

A group of men had gathered at a table near the center of the reading room—four of them, dressed in the practical clothing of middle-class merchants or successful artisans. They were speaking in low voices, their heads bent together in a way that suggested the conversation was meant to be private.

Velrik’s ears swiveled toward them without conscious thought. He turned his attention back to his book, letting his eyes rest on the page while his hearing focused on the murmur of their voices.

“—don’t like it,” one of them was saying. A heavyset man with a graying beard and the calloused hands of someone who worked with leather or wood. “Something’s happening with the big houses. You can feel it in the way they’re moving.”

“Feel it?” Another voice, higher and more skeptical. “You sound like my grandmother reading tea leaves.”

“Mock all you want, but I’ve been in this business thirty years. I know when the water’s about to get choppy.” The bearded man leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “The Vellano family started shifting their warehouses last month. Moving goods to their holdings outside the city, consolidating their operations in the western districts.”

The name caught Velrik’s attention. Vellano. He had heard it before, in fragments of overheard conversation, in discussions between scholars about the great merchant families of Italios. They were one of the largest trading companies in the nation, with interests in everything from textiles to shipping to the import of exotic goods from Sundarra and beyond.

“Maybe they’re just restructuring,” a third man offered. “Companies do that.”

“Not like this. Not quietly, in the middle of the trading season when they should be expanding, not pulling back.” The bearded man shook his head. “And it’s not just them. I’ve heard the Corvenni are doing the same thing. The Marchetti’s too. The big families are preparing for something.”

“Preparing for what?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” The bearded man’s voice dropped even lower, forcing Velrik to strain to hear. “There’s talk—and I’m not saying I believe it, mind you—but there’s talk that something’s going to happen, possibly involving Duke Andelio.”

A long silence followed that statement. Velrik kept his eyes fixed on his book, but his thoughts were racing. Changes in leadership? The Duke?

He thought about Gareth’s increased absences over the past month, the vague answers when Velrik asked what he was working on. The way Lucien had looked at him that morning at the docks, calculating and careful.

“That’s dangerous talk,” the skeptical one said finally. “The kind of talk that gets people noticed by the wrong ears.”

“Which is why we should continue this conversation somewhere else.” The bearded man pushed back from the table. “My shop, tonight, after closing. If the big fish are swimming for deeper water, we need to decide whether to follow them or stay in the shallows.”

The group rose, gathering their things with the casual efficiency of men who had business elsewhere. Velrik watched them go from the corner of his eye, his mind still turning over what he had heard.

Something was happening in Montressa. Something that involved the Duke and the great merchant families and whatever plans Lucien had been working toward for years. And Gareth was keeping him out of it, treating him like a child who needed to be protected from things he couldn’t understand.

Velrik closed his book and returned it to its shelf. He was tired of reading. Tired of waiting. Tired of being left in the dark while the world shifted around him.

He made his way to the lower district, to a small shop along an alleyway. The leather shop looked like exactly what it claimed to be—a modest establishment with bolts of hide stacked in the window and the sharp smell of tanning chemicals drifting through the open door. A sign above the entrance read Carver’s Leatherworks in faded paint, and the display showed belts, pouches, and the kind of practical goods that working people needed.

Velrik had been here before, half a dozen times over the past four years, always following Gareth through the front door and into the back rooms where the real business was conducted. The owner—a man named Sal who was neither tall nor short, neither thin nor heavy, neither remarkable nor forgettable in any way—ran one of the more reliable information networks in the city. His “apprentices” were actually runners and watchers, his “suppliers” were contacts scattered throughout Montressa’s various districts, and the leather goods were merely a convenient cover for the trade in secrets that actually paid his bills.

The bell above the door chimed as Velrik entered. A young man at the counter looked up, his expression shifting from professional welcome to recognition as he took in Velrik’s appearance.

“Fox,” he said—the nickname most of Sal’s people knew him by. “Been a while. You here for the boss?”

Velrik nodded. “If he’s available.”

The young man glanced toward the back of the shop, then shrugged. “He’s in the workroom. I’ll let him know.” He disappeared through a doorway hung with leather strips, returning a moment later with a jerk of his head. “Go on back.”

The workroom extended into what might once have been a separate building, now connected through a doorway hidden behind shelves of tools and materials. Sal sat at a heavy table, surrounded by ledgers and loose papers, his unremarkable face creased with the concentration of someone working through figures that didn’t quite add up.

He looked up as Velrik entered, his expression shifting into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Well, well. The fox walks alone today. No shadow on your back?”

“Gareth’s been busy,” Velrik said, a hint of annoyance in his voice.

“So I’ve heard.” Sal gestured to a chair across from him. “Sit. Tell me what brings you to my door without your teacher’s guiding hand.”

Velrik settled into the offered seat. “I need information. The merchant houses—Vellano, Corvenni, the others. Something’s happening with them. They’re moving assets, changing their operations. I want to know why.”

Sal’s eyebrows rose slightly—the only sign of surprise he allowed himself. “That’s not a small ask. Those families don’t like people looking into their business. Questions about them tend to attract attention.”

“I know.”

“And you’re asking anyway.” Sal leaned back, studying Velrik with eyes that missed very little. “Gareth know you’re here?”

“No, and I have no idea what he’s been up to lately.”

“Interesting.” The word carried layers of meaning. “He’s been doing a lot of work lately, your teacher. Busy work, the kind that keeps a man running from one end of the city to the other. I assumed you’d be part of it.”

“Well, I’m not.” The words came out sharper than Velrik intended. “He’s keeping me out of whatever he’s doing. Won’t tell me why, won’t tell me when it’ll change. I’m just supposed to sit and wait.”

Sal nodded slowly, his fingers drumming against the table. “And you’re not the waiting type.”

“I didn’t spend four years learning how to move through this city just to sit around while things happen around me.”

“Fair enough.” Sal was quiet for a moment, considering. “I can have my people look into it. The merchant movements, the shifts in the markets. But information like that takes time to gather, especially if I want to do it quietly enough that no one notices the asking.”

“How long?”

“A week, maybe less if we’re lucky.” Sal’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Normally I’d charge for a query like this. But the truth is, I’ve been wondering about it myself. The water’s been strange lately, currents running in directions they shouldn’t. If your questions help me understand what’s happening, I’ll call it even.”

Velrik nodded. “A week, then.”

“Come back this time next Virday. I should have something for you by then.” Sal’s expression shifted, becoming more serious. “But Fox—be careful what threads you pull. Some tapestries unravel when you start tugging, and not everyone appreciates having their weaving examined.”

The warning settled into Velrik’s chest alongside all the others he had received over the years. He thanked Sal and made his way back through the shop, stepping out into the afternoon sun with his mind already turning over possibilities.

The days that followed passed slowly, each one stretching longer than the last. Velrik filled them as best he could—mornings at the library, afternoons exploring the city’s less familiar corners. He mapped escape routes through the residential districts, identified abandoned buildings that might serve as temporary hiding places, practiced moving across rooftops and through alleys until the paths became second nature.

It was productive work, the kind of preparation that Gareth had always emphasized. But it felt hollow without purpose, without a goal beyond simple readiness. He was sharpening a blade for which he had nothing to cut.
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Four days after his visit to Sal’s shop, Velrik was sitting in his usual spot by the library’s tall windows when movement at the entrance caught his attention. The door swung open to admit a familiar figure—lean and dark-haired, moving with the casual grace of someone who belonged wherever he happened to be.

Gareth didn’t look at him directly. Instead, he walked to Orlin’s desk, exchanged a few quiet words with the librarian, then turned and made his way toward the back of the building. As he passed Velrik’s table, his hand moved in a small gesture—two fingers pointing toward the rear door, then folding into a fist.

Meet me. Outside. Now.

Velrik closed his book and rose, forcing himself to move at a normal pace despite the urgency that prickled along his fur. He returned the volume to its shelf, nodded to Orlin, and made his way through the stacks toward the back entrance that opened onto a narrow alley behind the building.

Gareth was waiting in the shadows, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed and an expression that Velrik couldn’t quite read.

“I heard you’ve been snooping around,” Gareth said without preamble. “Sal’s people, poking around the merchant houses. Wanting to know about shifts in the market.”

Velrik didn’t bother denying it. “You weren’t telling me anything. I got tired of waiting.”

“And it didn’t occur to you that there might be a reason I was keeping you out of it?”

“Keeping me out of what? You never explained anything.”

Gareth’s jaw tightened. For a moment, he looked like he wanted to argue, to push back against the implicit criticism in Velrik’s words. Then he let out a long breath and shook his head.

“You’re not wrong,” he admitted. “I should have told you more. But the truth is, I don’t know much more than you do. Lucien’s been running me ragged for weeks—meetings with merchants, surveillance on nobles, gathering information about shipping routes and warehouse inventories. He’s planning something big, something involving the Duke himself, but he hasn’t told me what.”

“The Duke?” Velrik’s ears pricked forward. “What does Lucien want with Duke Andelio?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.” Gareth pushed off from the wall, pacing a few steps down the alley before turning back. “I’ve worked for Lucien for over six years now. Before Veldoran’s head rolled, and before you were freed. In all that time, I’ve never seen him move like this. He’s marshaling resources, calling in favors, positioning people throughout the city. Whatever he’s building toward, it’s going to shake Montressa to its foundations.”

“And you don’t know what it is?”

“He doesn’t trust anyone with the full picture. That’s how he operates—everyone gets a piece, no one sees the whole board. I get paid, and that’s that.” Gareth’s expression darkened. “Which means if you go poking around, asking questions about the things he’s trying to keep quiet, you’re going to draw attention. The wrong kind of attention.”

Velrik understood the warning—it could jeopardize Lucien’s plans, bring down everything the man had worked toward. He also knew it wasn’t going to stop him from wanting to be involved. “What am I supposed to do, then? Sit in the library and read stories while everything changes around me? I spent four years training for this. Four years learning how to be useful. And now, when things are actually happening, you want me to stay home like a kit who’s too young to understand?”

“I want you to stay alive.” The words came out harder than Gareth probably intended. He paused, running a hand through his hair, visibly collecting himself. “Look. I understand how you feel. I do. When I was your age, I would have been climbing the walls if someone tried to keep me out of the action. But this is different. This is politics at the highest level—dukes and merchant lords and the kind of power that can make people disappear without anyone asking questions.”

“I’ve faced dangerous people before,” Velrik said confidently.

“Not like this.” Gareth stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Velrik, listen to me. Lucien is not your friend. He’s useful, and he’s helped you and your family, but he’s not helping you out of the goodness of his heart. Everything he does serves his own purposes. You’re part of those purposes now, but if you become an obstacle to what he’s trying to accomplish, he won’t hesitate to cut you off.”

The words hung in the air between them. Velrik turned them over in his mind, trying to reconcile them with everything he knew about Lucien—the man who had helped free them from Veldoran’s household, who had arranged for their housing, who had given Velrik access to the library and, indirectly, to Gareth himself.

“He’s never given me any reason not to trust him,” Velrik said finally.

“That’s because you’ve never been in his way.” Gareth’s eyes were serious, carrying a weight Velrik had rarely seen in them. “I’m not saying he’s evil, or that he’s going to turn on you tomorrow. But you need to understand what he is. He’s a man who plays a very long game, and he doesn’t let sentiment cloud his judgment. If he thinks you might interfere with his plans—even unintentionally—he’ll take steps to prevent it.”

“So what are you saying? That I should be afraid of him?”

“I’m saying you should be careful. There’s a difference.” Gareth paused, seeming to weigh his next words carefully. Then something shifted in his expression—a decision made, a line crossed. “He hired me to train you, Velrik. That’s how this all started. He saw something in you—some potential he wanted to develop—and he paid me to make you useful.”

The words hit Velrik like a fist to the chest.

He stared at Gareth, searching for any sign that this was a joke, an exaggeration, a misunderstanding. But his mentor’s face held nothing but grim honesty.

“What?” Velrik said, still stunned.

“From the beginning. The day you caught that thief after just coming here, the offer to teach you—I’ve been watching you, and meeting you was not chance. Lucien arranged the whole thing. He wanted someone to mold you, and he chose me.”

Velrik’s mind reeled. Every night of training, every lesson, every conversation in safe houses and on rooftops—all of it had been orchestrated. The man he had trusted, the skills he had worked so hard to earn, the relationship he had believed was built on mutual respect—it had all started as a transaction. A payment. An investment.

His claws dug into his palms. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Something like regret crossed Gareth’s face. “At first, because you were a child, and it wouldn’t have helped you to know. Later, because...” He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was quieter. “Because it stopped mattering. Whatever Lucien’s reasons were for starting this, I enjoyed teaching you, and I’m glad it was me and not someone else. The training, the work, the time we’ve spent—that was between you and me. Not him.”

Velrik was quiet for a long moment, the revelation settling into him, rearranging things he had thought he understood. The trips to the library that Lucien had arranged. The periodic visits, the careful questions, the assessments disguised as conversations. The way Lucien had looked at him the night of the Vosset operation—not with surprise, but with the satisfaction of someone watching an investment mature.

It all made sense now. A terrible, clarifying sense.

“I should have been more honest with you,” Gareth said. “I thought I was protecting you by keeping you separate from Lucien’s direct influence, but maybe all I did was leave you unprepared for what’s coming.”

“What is coming?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is, it’s going to happen soon.” Gareth looked at him for a long moment, his expression weighing something. “If you really want to help, I’ll bring you in. There’s work that needs doing—surveillance, gathering information, the kind of things you’re good at. But you have to promise me you’ll be careful. That you won’t go running off on your own, asking questions that might get you noticed by the wrong people, and don’t be seen.”

“I promise.”

The words came easily—he knew he could stay hidden.

Gareth seemed to read something of that in his expression, because he shook his head with a rueful smile. “Just try not to get yourself killed. That’s all I ask.”

[image: ]

The weeks that followed brought a return to the kind of work Velrik had been missing. Gareth began including him in operations again—not the dangerous confrontations or direct negotiations, but the quieter work of watching and listening that formed the foundation of everything else. It was the kind of work Velrik was good at, the kind that used his natural advantages without putting him in unnecessary danger.

He spent long hours trailing merchants through the city’s streets, memorizing their routes, noting who they met with and where. He learned to recognize the signs of a man who knew he was being watched—the too-casual glances over the shoulder, the sudden changes of direction, the way some targets would duck into crowded markets or winding alleys in transparent attempts to shake surveillance. Most of them weren’t very good at it. Velrik had been trained by someone who understood tradecraft, and these were merchants and minor nobles, people who dealt in goods and influence rather than shadows.

He slipped into taverns and coffee houses, sitting in corners with a cup of something warm and his hood drawn, his ears tuned to the conversations around him. His appearance drew attention at first—it always did—but people grew accustomed to him after a while, dismissing him as just another patron. They talked around him as if he wasn’t there, sharing gossip and complaints and the occasional fragment of useful information.

The picture that emerged was fragmentary but suggestive. The great merchant families were definitely repositioning themselves, shifting resources away from holdings directly connected to Duke Andelio and toward more independent ventures. Some were buying up properties in the outlying districts, places that would be less affected by whatever instability might come to the city center. Others were quietly converting liquid assets into goods that could be moved quickly if needed—jewelry, rare spices, bolts of fine cloth that held their value regardless of political circumstances.

They were preparing for upheaval. The specific nature of that upheaval remained unclear, but the pattern was unmistakable. These were people who had made their fortunes by reading the winds of change, and right now, those winds were blowing in a direction that made them nervous.

Gareth took the information Velrik gathered and used it for purposes he didn’t explain. Sometimes he would disappear for days at a time, returning tired and tight-lipped, the lines around his eyes deeper than before. Other times, he would pass instructions through their usual dead drops—names to watch, locations to monitor, questions to ask without seeming to ask them. The communication was always one-way: Gareth giving orders and Velrik following them, with no discussion of the larger picture those orders were meant to serve.

It was frustrating, being kept in the dark even while being asked to contribute. But Velrik had promised to be careful, had agreed to work within the boundaries Gareth set. He kept that promise, even when curiosity gnawed at him, even when the fragments of information he gathered seemed to point toward something vast happening just beyond the edge of his understanding.

Spring gave way to summer, Maerel bleeding into Jünara and then into the building heat of Jülar. The days grew long and hot, the sun beating down on the city with growing insistence. Velrik found himself spending more time in the library during the hottest hours, retreating to its cool stone interior while the streets outside shimmered with heat. The building had been constructed centuries ago, its thick walls designed to keep the worst of the summer and winter out, and even on the most brutal days, the reading desks remained comfortable enough for work.

It was on one such afternoon—a Zhaalday in mid-Jülar, when the city had slowed to a crawl and even the most ambitious merchants had retreated to the shade—that Lucien walked through the library’s main doors.

Velrik spotted him immediately. The half-elf moved through the reading room with his usual measured grace, his dark coat seeming to absorb the light around him despite the summer heat. He stopped first at Orlin’s desk, exchanging quiet words with the librarian—something about a book being held, or perhaps requesting the use of a private space. Then his eyes swept the room, found Velrik’s table by the window, and he began walking toward him with the unhurried purposefulness of a man who expected the world to arrange itself around his schedule.

Something in Velrik’s chest tightened. He had seen Lucien once or twice since the Vosset operation, always in passing, always in the company of others. This felt different.

Lucien stopped beside his table and looked down at him with an expression that revealed nothing. His face was composed in that careful neutrality he wore like armor, giving away nothing of what he was thinking or what he had come to discuss.

“There’s a private room in the back. We should talk.”

It wasn’t a request. The words were polite enough, but the tone left no room for negotiation. Velrik could refuse—Lucien wasn’t his master, had no formal authority over him—but refusing would change the nature of their relationship in ways that might be difficult to undo.

Velrik rose, leaving his book on the table, and followed Lucien through the stacks. The private room was a small study off the main reading area, furnished with a pair of chairs and a writing desk. The walls were lined with shelves holding reference volumes that patrons could consult but not borrow—dictionaries, atlases, compilations of legal codes and trade regulations. The door closed behind them with a soft click that sounded louder than it should have in the quiet space.

Lucien didn’t sit immediately. He moved to the barred window instead, looking out at the small courtyard garden that the library maintained for the benefit of its patrons. Flowering bushes lined the walkways, their blooms wilting slightly in the summer heat, and a small fountain burbled in the center, its sound muffled by the closed glass.

His profile was sharp in the afternoon light, his expression thoughtful in a way that might have seemed contemplative if Velrik didn’t know better. Everything about Lucien was calculated. Even his silences served a purpose.

“You’ve been busy,” he said without turning around. “Gareth tells me you’ve been doing good work. Reliable. Thorough. Better than anyone expected from someone your age.”

Velrik remained standing near the door, uncertain whether he should sit without invitation. His fur prickled with the sense that something important was happening, though he couldn’t yet see what shape it would take.

“Thank you,” he replied simply.

Lucien turned then, fixing him with a gaze that seemed to see too much. His eyes moved over Velrik’s face, his posture, the way he held himself—reading whatever information was there to be found. “You’ve become quite independent, haven’t you? A young man with his own skills, his own contacts, his own agenda. It’s impressive, really. Not many could have accomplished what you have, starting from where you did.”

The compliment landed strangely, like a gift with hidden strings attached. Velrik had learned to be wary of praise from people like Lucien—especially now, with Gareth’s revelation still fresh, still rearranging everything he thought he understood about their relationship.

“Flattery doesn’t suit you,” he said before he could stop himself. “What’s wrong?”

Something flickered in Lucien’s eyes—surprise, perhaps, or amusement at being read so easily. The half-elf’s mouth twitched in what might have been the beginning of a smile, quickly suppressed.

“Direct. I appreciate that.” He moved to one of the chairs and sat, gesturing for Velrik to take the other. His movements were fluid, unhurried, as if they had all the time in the world. “Very well. I’ll be direct in return.”

Velrik sat, his body tense despite his efforts to appear calm. His tail had gone still, curled tight against the leg of the chair.

“I have a proposition for you,” Lucien continued. “A formal position in my household. Not as a servant or a dependent, but as an advisor. Someone who works directly for me, with all the benefits and protections that entails.”

The offer hung in the air between them. Velrik turned it over in his mind, examining it from different angles. A formal position. Steady income. The backing of a Count’s authority. It would solve a lot of problems—money for his friends, security for his future, a legitimate cover for the work he was already doing.

But it would also bind him. Tie him to this city, to this man, in ways that might be difficult to untangle when the time came to leave. And Gareth’s words echoed in his memory: He wanted someone to mold you.

“What would the job entail?” he asked carefully.

“The same things you’re doing now, more or less. Gathering information, watching people, listening for things others miss. The difference is that you’d be doing it under my direction, with my resources at your disposal, rather than working through Gareth as an intermediary.”

“No longer working with Gareth?” Velrik asked.

“No longer working for Gareth,” Lucien corrected, emphasizing the preposition. “There’s a distinction. He’s a useful man, but you’ve outgrown the need for a handler. You’ve already proven you can operate independently, make decisions in the moment, adapt to circumstances without needing your hand held. I’m offering you the chance to continue doing so, with better support and better compensation.”

Velrik thought about Gareth’s warnings. About the way Lucien played his long games, never letting anyone see the full board. About the flicker he had glimpsed in the half-elf’s eyes at the docks—quickly masked but unmistakable.

He thought, too, about what this offer really meant. Lucien wanted him close, wanted him bound by formal obligation and regular payment. Wanted him where he could be watched, directed, managed. The position wasn’t just about making use of his skills—it was about resolving the uncertainty of what Velrik might do if left to his own judgment.

“It’s a generous offer,” he said slowly. “But I can’t accept it.”

Lucien’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted—a slight tension in the shoulders, a fractional narrowing of the eyes. “May I ask why?”

“I’m not planning to stay in Montressa forever. Someday—maybe soon, maybe not—I’m going to leave to find my home. If I take a formal position with you, I’m tying myself to this city in ways that will make leaving harder.”

“I see.” Lucien was quiet for a moment, his fingers steepled beneath his chin. When he spoke again, his voice carried a weight that hadn’t been there before. “Independence has its value. I won’t dispute that. But things are changing, Velrik. This city isn’t the same as it was even a year ago. The great houses are repositioning, allegiances are being tested, and soon Montressa will be transformed into something altogether different.”

He leaned forward slightly, his eyes intent. “You can either be swept along by that transformation, carried wherever the currents decide to take you—or you can become one of the architects shaping what comes next. Working with me gives you a hand on the tiller. Staying outside...” He shrugged elegantly. “You’re still caught in the current either way. The only difference is whether you have any control over where it takes you.”

Velrik heard the warning beneath the words. He also heard something else—the edge of someone probing for leverage, testing where pressure might be applied. Lucien wanted something from him, and this offer was one way of getting it.

“I appreciate the warning,” he said. “But I’ve survived dangerous situations before. A little danger doesn’t bother me, as long as I can keep doing what I do now.”

“Will you survive what’s coming?” Lucien’s voice was mild, but his eyes had sharpened. “You’ve made it this far because you’ve been useful, and because the people around you have had reasons to protect you. That won’t last forever. There may come a time when your usefulness to certain parties becomes outweighed by other concerns.”

The words landed heavy with implications Velrik couldn’t quite parse. Was this a threat, or was he implying Gareth would abandon him? Simply the honest assessment of a man who saw the world in terms of transactions and leverage?

“I don’t want to cause anyone problems,” Velrik said carefully. “I just want to do my work, help my friends, and eventually find my way home. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“I believe you.” Lucien’s expression softened slightly, though whether the change was genuine or performed, Velrik couldn’t tell. “But intentions matter less than perceptions in the game we’re all playing. You might have nothing but good will toward everyone in this city, but if others believe you might become an obstacle to their goals, they’ll act accordingly.”

He paused, seeming to weigh his next words. “Perhaps it would be better for everyone if you began making concrete plans to leave. The journey you’ve described—finding your home, crossing the sea—these things take time to arrange. There’s no better time to start those arrangements than now, while the city is still relatively stable. I can even help.”

Velrik felt the shift in the conversation, the subtle pivot from offer to suggestion. Lucien was telling him to leave. Not demanding it, not issuing an ultimatum, but making it clear that his continued presence in Montressa was becoming inconvenient.

“I’m not ready to go yet,” he said. “There are still things I need to do here. People I’m not ready to leave behind.”

“Your friends.” Lucien nodded slowly, as if this was exactly the answer he had expected. “Lisa and the others. They’ve become your family, in a way. I understand that impulse—the desire to hold onto the connections we’ve built, even when circumstances suggest we should let them go.”

He rose from his chair, moving toward the door. “Think about what I’ve said. About the position, about the journey, about all of it. There’s still time to make choices, but that window won’t stay open forever. The changes coming to this city will arrive whether you’re prepared for them or not.”

His hand rested on the door handle, and he looked back over his shoulder with an expression that was almost gentle. “Don’t wait too long to decide what you’re going to do, Velrik. Sometimes the worst choice is the one we never make.”

And then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him, leaving Velrik alone in the quiet room.

He sat there for a long time, turning the conversation over.

Lucien had offered him a position and he had refused. Lucien had warned him about the coming changes and suggested he leave the city. What he hadn’t done was explain why he wanted Velrik either bound to his service or safely removed from Montressa. As if staying independent, continuing to work with Gareth, continuing to build toward his own goals, wasn’t an option Lucien was willing to accept.

Gareth had warned him about this. Had told him that Lucien was the kind of man who removed obstacles. Velrik didn’t believe he would resort to violence, but the housing, the library access, the training. Everything Lucien had given could be taken back, and the taking wouldn’t look like cruelty. It would look like a patron withdrawing his support. A reasonable decision by a reasonable man.

That thought was more unsettling than outright hostility would have been. But, he no longer needed Lucien’s support to survive.

Eventually, he rose and returned to the main reading room. The afternoon had shifted toward evening, the light through the windows taking on the golden quality that preceded sunset. The heat of the day was beginning to fade, and a few more patrons had trickled in to take advantage of the cooler hours. Orlin was still at his desk, sorting through a pile of recently returned volumes with the patient efficiency of long practice.

“Finished with your meeting?” the old librarian asked without looking up.

“Yes.” Velrik gathered his things from the table where he had left them. “Thank you for the use of the room.”

Orlin made a noncommittal sound that might have been acknowledgment. Velrik tucked his book under his arm and made his way toward the exit.

The streets outside were quieter than usual, the heat having driven most people indoors during the afternoon. Now they were emerging again, shopkeepers reopening their doors, vendors setting up their evening stalls, the city slowly returning to life as the sun descended toward the western walls. Velrik walked home through the gathering dusk, his mind still turning through everything that had been said and everything that hadn’t.

He wasn’t going to be pushed into decisions by fear of what might happen. He had his own plans, his own timeline, his own reasons for being in this city. When he was ready to leave, he would leave. Until then, he would keep doing what he had always done—watching, learning, preparing for whatever came next.

And he would stay out of Lucien’s way. Whatever the half-elf was planning, whatever changes were coming to Montressa, Velrik had no intention of interfering. He would continue his work, continue gathering information, but he would be careful not to step on threads that weren’t his to pull. If Lucien needed him to be invisible, he could be invisible. If certain questions were too dangerous to ask, he wouldn’t ask them.

Let Lucien play his games with dukes and merchant lords. Velrik’s goals lay elsewhere, across an ocean, in a place that existed only in fading memories. He didn’t need to be part of the reshaping of Montressa. He just needed to survive it.

He would leave when he was good and ready.

The house was alive with the comfortable sounds of a Zhaalday evening when Velrik returned. Lisa’s voice drifted from the kitchen, something about the bread needing another few minutes. Dain’s low rumble answered her, followed by the scrape of a chair being pushed back. Mira’s lute sang softly from somewhere in the common room, a meandering melody that had no particular destination, just the idle practice of fingers that couldn’t stay still.

Velrik paused in the doorway, taking in the scene. Joren sat by the window with a piece of leather in his hands, working oil into what looked like a new set of reins. Mira was curled in her usual chair, her attention split between the melody and whatever thoughts drifted behind her eyes. The smell of baking bread filled the air, warm and yeasty.

“Vel!” Mira looked up, her fingers stilling on the strings. “Good timing. Lisa’s almost done with dinner.”

“Smells good.” He managed what he hoped was a normal smile. “I’m going to head up to my room for a bit.”

“Don’t be long,” Lisa called from the kitchen. “It’ll be ready soon.”

“I won’t.”

He climbed the stairs on legs that felt heavier than they should have, each step carrying him further from the warmth below and closer to the quiet of his room. The door closed behind him with a soft click, and he stood there for a moment in the gathering dusk, letting out a long breath.

Everything was exactly as he had left it that morning. Nothing had changed.

And yet everything felt different after today.

He didn’t lie down. Instead, he stood by the window and watched the last light of day fade from gold to amber to the deep purple of approaching night. His mind kept turning over the conversation with Lucien, picking at it the way one might pick at a healing wound—unable to leave it alone, unable to stop probing for what lay beneath.

Things were changing. He had felt it for months, the slow shifting of currents beneath the surface of the city, but Lucien’s words had brought it into sharp focus. The great houses were repositioning. Allegiances were being tested. And soon Montressa would be transformed into something altogether different, and everyone in it would have to adapt or be swept away.

Including the people downstairs. His family.

The thought settled into his chest with uncomfortable pressure. He had spent five years building walls between his two lives—the quiet existence he shared with Lisa and the others, and the shadowy world where Gareth had taught him to move, fight, and survive. He had convinced himself that the separation was for their protection, that keeping them ignorant kept everyone safe.

But walls worked both ways. The same barriers that protected them from his secrets also kept him isolated, trapped in a solitude he had never wanted. They knew something was different about him. He had seen it in Mira’s careful questions, in Lisa’s worried glances when he came home late with no explanation. They suspected, even if they didn’t know the details. And the burden of that unspoken knowledge had grown heavier with each passing year. He didn’t want them to think he was just becoming some common criminal or sneaking off to get in trouble for no reason.

Maybe it was time to let them in.

The thought terrified him more than anything Lucien had said.

Velrik moved to the bed and knelt beside it, his claws finding the familiar gap in the floorboard. He pried it up and reached into the hollow space beneath.

The bag of coins came first. He lifted it out and set it on the bed, feeling its weight—heavier now than it had been even a few months ago. Two hundred and thirty-five Deni and three Solarin. Years of work, reduced to precious metal.

The belt and dagger came next. He laid them beside the coins, running his fingers over the leather that Dain and the others had crafted for his twelfth birthday. The surface was worn smooth from years of use, the stitching still strong despite everything it had been through. The dagger gleamed dully in the fading light, its edge keen, its blade unstained only because he cleaned it so thoroughly after every use.

How many times had that blade drawn blood? He had lost count somewhere along the way. The first time still haunted him—the resistance of flesh, the heat of blood over his fingers, the way the man’s eyes had gone distant and empty as life left them. He had vomited afterward, had scrubbed himself raw in the river and sat shaking before Gareth’s fire until dawn. Each time since had been easier, and that ease frightened him more than the act itself.

Finally, he reached for the folded paper at the bottom of the hiding place. The edges were soft with age, the creases worn from being opened and closed countless times. He unfolded it carefully, revealing the drawing Mira had helped him make years ago—two Vulpin faces rendered in charcoal, their features reconstructed from a child’s fading memories.

His parents looked back at him from the page. His father’s kind eyes, the silver that was beginning to show in his muzzle. His mother’s gentle smile, the particular tilt of her ears when she was listening to something far away. The details had grown uncertain over the years, imagination filling in what memory could no longer provide, but the essence remained. These were the people who had loved him, who had raised him, who had been torn away before he was old enough to understand why the world could be so cruel.

What would they think of him now? Of the things he had done, the person he had become? Would they recognize their son in the creature who moved through shadows and took lives when necessity demanded it?

He didn’t know. He might never know. But the question pressed down on him as he sat on the edge of his bed with his secrets spread before him.

The sounds from downstairs drifted up through the floorboards—the clatter of dishes being set out, the low murmur of conversation, the occasional burst of laughter. His family, going about their evening, unaware that he was sitting above them wrestling with a decision that could change everything between them.

They deserved to know. The thought crystallized slowly, taking shape from the formless anxiety that had been building since he left the library. Whatever happened next—whatever changes were coming to the city, whatever dangers might arise from Lucien’s plans—they deserved to know who they had been living with for the past five years. They deserved the chance to decide for themselves whether they could accept what he had become. And more than anything, he wanted them to know they could rely on him if things do go take a turn for the worst.

He needed to tell them. Needed to stop carrying this alone. Needed to know whether the family he had built could survive the truth about him. If they couldn’t—if they looked at him with fear, disgust, or hatred—then at least he would know. At least he could stop pretending.

Velrik gathered everything together. The coins went into their bag. The belt and dagger he left on the bed. The drawing he folded carefully and set beside them. Then he picked it all up—the bag in one hand, the belt and dagger in the other, the drawing tucked against his chest—and stood.

He took a deep breath that did nothing to calm the pounding in his chest. Then he walked to the door.

The stairs had never seemed so long. Each step downward felt like a step toward something irrevocable, a threshold that couldn’t be uncrossed. His legs trembled slightly, and he gripped the railing harder than necessary to keep himself steady.

He was afraid. More afraid than he had been in years—more afraid than he had been facing armed men in dark warehouses or running across rooftops with guards searching for him. Those fears were simple, physical, the kind that could be overcome with training and skill. This fear was different. This fear was about losing something that couldn’t be replaced.

The common room opened before him as he reached the bottom of the stairs. Lisa was setting a pot of something steaming on the table. Dain sat in his usual chair, a mug of ale in his hand. Joren had put aside his leatherwork and was helping arrange plates. Mira’s lute had gone quiet, and she was watching with the particular attentiveness of someone waiting for food to appear.

She saw him first.

Her expression shifted as she took in his face—the tension in his jaw, the way his ears pressed flat against his skull and his tail hung low behind him. Her fingers stilled on the arm of her chair at the sight of something she hadn’t seen for years.

“Vel?”

The others turned to look at him.

Velrik crossed the room on legs that didn’t quite feel like his own, keeping his gaze low. He pulled out a chair and climbed onto it, the extra height still leaving him shorter than everyone around the table. With hands that weren’t entirely steady, he set the bag of coins on the table.

The heavy thud of metal against wood seemed too loud in the sudden quiet. He laid the belt and dagger beside it, then unfolded the drawing and smoothed it flat, the charcoal faces of his parents looking up at the ceiling.

“I need to tell you something.” His voice came out smaller than he intended. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I need to tell you what I’ve been doing. What I’ve really been doing, all these years.”

Nobody spoke. The silence pressed against him from every direction.

“I have a teacher,” he began. “Someone who’s been training me for the past six years. Teaching me how to move through the city without being seen, how to get into places I shouldn’t be able to, how to gather information and how to...” He swallowed. “How to fight and survive.”

Lisa had taken a seat, her face growing heavier with each word Velrik dropped into the silence.

He touched the dagger on the table, his fingers tracing the edge of the sheath. “He taught me rules. Guidelines about who to help and who to hurt, about what lines to cross and what lines to never touch. He showed me that there are ways to use these skills that don’t just serve myself—ways to help people who can’t help themselves.”

“Vel.” Lisa’s voice was careful, measured. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that I’ve been working. Real work, not just helping at the library.” He looked up, meeting her eyes even though every instinct told him to look away. “I’ve stolen from corrupt merchants who cheated their workers and their customers. I’ve gathered evidence that helped get men arrested for crimes they thought they’d gotten away with. I’ve helped free people who were enslaved illegally, people being held in warehouses and cellars by men who thought no one would ever find them.”

He paused. The next words were the hardest, and he had to force them out.

“And... I’ve had to kill people.”

The silence that followed was absolute. He watched their faces—the way Mira’s eyes widened slightly, the careful blankness that settled over Dain’s features, the confusion on Joren’s face as he tried to process what he was hearing. Lisa’s expression didn’t change, but something behind her eyes seemed to crumple inward.

“How many?” Mira asked. Her voice was quiet, without judgment.

“I don’t know exactly. Enough that I stopped counting.” He wrapped his arms around himself. “I don’t like it. I never have. The first time, I threw up and scrubbed myself in the river during winter until it hurt. Every time since, I’ve had to remind myself why it was necessary. Why the person I was facing needed to be stopped for good.”

“Why?” Lisa’s question was barely audible. “Why did you do any of this?”

“Because I need to get home.” The words came easier now. “When I first came here, I was helpless. A kit who couldn’t protect himself or be of any use. I had to get stronger if I wanted to go home. And if I could help other people while I was learning to be strong—people who didn’t have anyone else to turn to—then it seemed like the right path to take.”

He reached for the drawing, turning it so they could see the faces rendered there. “My parents. This is all I have left of them. Someday I’m going to find my way back to them, and when I do, I need to be able to handle whatever I find. I can’t go searching across the world as someone who can’t take care of himself when the whole world sees me as a threat.”

“So, you became a killer?” Lisa’s words weren’t an accusation. They were something worse—a statement of fact, heavy with a sadness he couldn’t bear to look at directly.

“I became someone who could protect myself, and others too.” Velrik looked around the table, forcing himself to meet each of their eyes. “There was a girl. Twelve years old. Her mother came to my teacher because her daughter had been taken and the city guard wouldn’t help because of their lower-class status. So, I went looking.”

The memory rose unbidden. The abandoned building. The smell of fear. The girl’s torn clothes and the terror frozen on her face.

“I found her. I found the man who took her. And when he came at me with a knife, I did what I had to do to get us both out of there alive.” His voice was steady now. “She’s home with her mother. She’s safe. And the man who took her will never hurt anyone again.”

The quiet stretched. Velrik waited, his pulse loud in his ears.

Dain moved first. He reached across the table and picked up the dagger, drawing it from its sheath with a slow, deliberate motion. The blade caught the firelight as he turned it, examining the edge, the balance, the wear patterns on the leather grip.

“I made this,” he said. His voice was flat, unreadable. “For your birthday. Had to make the handle smaller than usual because your hands are so damn tiny.”

“I know,” Velrik said, bracing for what would follow.

Dain continued to study the blade. His face gave nothing away, but his jaw was tight. “You’ve kept it sharp.”

“I have.”

“And you’ve used it.” Not a question.

“Yes.”

Dain was quiet for a moment. Then he slid the dagger back into its sheath and set it on the table. “The world’s not kind. I know that well enough.” He picked up his mug and took a long drink before continuing. “I’d rather this be in the hands of someone who knows when to use it and when not to. That’s all I’ll say about it.”

Lisa’s head snapped toward Dain, her eyes wet and red-rimmed. Her mouth opened, and for a moment she looked like she wanted to scream at him—to curse him for accepting it so easily, for treating this like just another hard truth to be swallowed and moved past. Her hands trembled at her sides, fingers curling into fists.

“How can you just—” Her voice broke. She pressed a hand to her mouth, turning away from the table, her shoulders shaking with the effort of holding herself together.

Velrik’s chest constricted. He had never seen Lisa like this—not once, not in all the years he had known her. She had always been the steady one, the one who held things together when everyone else was falling apart. Seeing her crumble was like watching a wall come down that he had always believed was permanent.

“Lisa,” Mira said softly, rising from her chair.

“He’s just a boy.” The words came out muffled and choked. Lisa still wouldn’t look at any of them. “I’ve looked after him since he was five years old. I held him when he cried, I bandaged his cuts, I watched him learn to read and grow taller and—” She stopped, pressing both hands against her face. “He’s part of the family I’ve had since being sold off by my own parents. And now he’s out there killing people!”

The silence that followed was painful. Velrik wanted to say something, anything, but the words wouldn’t come.

Dain set down his mug. His expression hadn’t changed much, but something heavier sat in his eyes now. “I’m not saying it’s easy to hear,” he said, his voice lower than before. “I’m not saying it doesn’t hurt. But falling apart won’t change what’s already done. And he’s not wrong—the world is cruel, and there are people the world would be better without.”

Lisa turned back to face them, tears streaming down her cheeks. She looked at Velrik—really looked at him—and the raw grief in her eyes made him feel smaller than he had in years.

“I know,” she whispered. “I know it’s cruel. I lived through it same as everyone else at this table. But he shouldn’t have had to become this.”

The silence that followed was heavy, broken only by the soft crackle of the fire. Lisa wiped at her face with the back of her hand, but more tears came to replace the ones she cleared away.

Mira leaned forward, her elbows on the table. Her voice was gentler now, as if trying to ease the tension that had settled over the room. “The nights you came home late. The mornings you slept past noon. The way you check the doors when you enter a room.” She paused. “I knew something was going on. I just didn’t know what.”

“I wanted to tell you.” The words came out before Velrik could stop them. “So many times, I almost did. But I was afraid of what you’d think. Afraid you’d hate me, or be scared of me, or—” He stopped, unable to finish.

“Scared of you?” Mira shook her head slowly. “Vel, I’ve known you since you were five. I remember when you first came to us—how you used to wake up crying, how Lisa and I would sit with you until you calmed down. Whatever else you’ve done, I don’t think you lost who you were before.”

“I don’t know if I did or not.” The admission felt terrible, but it was what he truly meant. “Sometimes I’m not sure anymore. Looking back, it’s like everything I’ve done doesn’t faze me anymore, no matter how badly I want it to. Am I actually a bad person?”

Lisa had been listening in silence, her arms wrapped around herself. Now she drew a shaky breath and moved around the table. She pulled out the chair beside him and sat, facing him directly. When she spoke, her voice was raw but steady.

“Look at me,” she said.

He did. Her eyes were red and wet, but something in them had shifted—the grief still there, but tempered now by something fiercer.

“I’m not going to tell you I’m happy about this. I’m not going to pretend that hearing you’ve been putting yourself in danger and hurting people for years doesn’t hurt me.” She stopped, cleared her throat, and started again. “But I know who you are, Velrik. I’ve watched you grow up, and I know you still love us.” She reached out and took his small hands, her grip firm despite the tremor in her fingers. “There’s nothing bad about you. I just... don’t like what it is you had to do.”

Joren cleared his throat. He shifted in his chair, visibly uncomfortable with the weight of the conversation. “I’m not good with words,” he said slowly. “But I know what it’s like to do things you’re not proud of because the other choice was worse. I’m not going to judge you for doing what you had to.”

“This is different,” Velrik said, not quite sure what he was looking for now. “I chose to continue hurting people, to continue putting myself in harm’s way.”

“Maybe.” Joren shrugged. “But if you didn’t do what you did, wouldn’t that girl still be missing? Wouldn’t people like us still be in chains somewhere?” He gestured vaguely at the others around the table. “We all know what it’s like to have no one come for you. If someone had—if someone like you had been there when we needed it...” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I’m just saying, the people you helped, they’re free now because of what you chose. That has to count for something.”

Velrik didn’t know how to respond. He sat surrounded by his secrets laid bare on the table—the coins that represented years of dangerous work, the dagger that had taken lives, the drawing of parents he might never see again—and felt something loosen in his chest that had been wound tight for years. He didn’t like the killing, but Joren was right.

His vision blurred. He blinked hard, refusing to let the tears fall, but his throat had gone tight and his next words came out rough.

“You’re the only family I have. I just don’t want to lose y’all.”

Lisa’s hand tightened on his. “You’re not going to lose us,” she said, her voice thick. “You’re stuck with us.”

Mira reached across the table and laid her hand on his arm. Dain gave a single, short nod—his way of saying what words couldn’t. Joren looked uncomfortable but didn’t look away.

The silence that followed wasn’t heavy anymore. It was something else—an acceptance, wordless but real. Lisa still had tears on her cheeks, and her breathing was uneven, but she hadn’t let go of his hand.

They didn’t understand everything. They probably never would. But they weren’t turning away. They weren’t looking at him with fear or disgust. They were still here, still present, still willing to call him family despite knowing what he had done.

Velrik didn’t tell them about Lucien. Didn’t mention the half-elf’s offer or his warnings about the changes coming to the city. That information was too dangerous to share—if they didn’t know, they couldn’t be held accountable for it, couldn’t be used as leverage or interrogated for details they didn’t possess. Some secrets still needed to stay buried, not for his protection but for theirs.

But the rest of it—the training, the work, the life he had been living in the dark—that was in the open now. And when he finally looked up at the faces around the table, he found that he could breathe a little easier than he had in years.

Lisa wiped her eyes one more time, then drew a deep breath. “The food’s getting cold,” she said, her voice still a little unsteady but reaching for something normal. “We should eat.”

It was such an ordinary thing to say. Such a simple return to routine. But it was exactly what they needed—a bridge back to the familiar, a way to move forward without pretending the last hour hadn’t happened.

They ate dinner together, the same way they had countless times before. The conversation was quieter than usual, but not strained. Mira asked about the training—not the violence, but the skills, the techniques, the discipline required. Dain wanted to know if the dagger had held up well, if the balance was still good after years of use. Lisa didn’t ask much, but she watched him with an attention that was different from before—not suspicious, but aware. Seeing him more fully than she had in years. He was no longer just her little fox.

When the meal was finished and the dishes cleared, Velrik gathered his things from the table. The coins went back into their bag. The dagger returned to his belt. The drawing he folded carefully and tucked inside his shirt.

“I should get some sleep,” he said. “It’s been a long day.”

Lisa stopped him and knelt down to his height. “I love you, Velrik. Just be safe for us.”

She pulled him close, her arms wrapping around him with the fierce protectiveness she had shown since the day they first met in Veldoran’s household. Velrik buried his face against her shoulder, unable to hold back any longer. The tears came silently at first, then in shuddering breaths that shook his small frame. He clung to her, his claws catching in the fabric of her dress, and let himself fall apart in a way he hadn’t allowed since he was a frightened kit waking from nightmares in an unfamiliar place.

Lisa held him through it, one hand resting on the back of his head, saying nothing. The others sat in quiet witness.

When the sobs finally subsided, leaving him hollowed out and strangely light, Lisa loosened her hold but didn’t pull away entirely. She cupped his face in her hands, using her thumbs to wipe the dampness from the fur beneath his eyes.

“Get some rest,” she said softly. “We’ll still be here in the morning.”

He nodded, not trusting his voice, and walked toward the stairs.

The stairs seemed less daunting now as he climbed them. The weight on his shoulders felt different—not gone, it would never be entirely gone—but shared. Distributed among people who had chosen to help him carry it.
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Chapter 12
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A message had been waiting in the dead drop near the tanner’s district, tucked into the hollow space behind a loose brick where Gareth left messages when he needed to meet. Velrik had checked it out of habit that morning, not expecting to find anything as usual. The folded paper had sent a cold prickle down his spine before he even finished reading the words.

Third safehouse. Midday. Be careful—make sure you’re not followed.

The warning at the end was unusual. Gareth had trained him to always watch for tails, to always assume someone might be tracking his movements. Putting it in writing meant something had changed. Something that made the normal precautions feel insufficient.

Velrik took the long route to the safehouse, doubling back twice, cutting through a crowded market where his small form could disappear among the press of bodies, then climbing to the rooftops for the final stretch.

The late summer sun beat down on the clay tiles, the heat of mid-Auremn turning the city into a shimmering maze of warm stone and shadow. He paused at the edge of a building overlooking the safehouse’s street, watching for several minutes before descending.

Nothing moved that shouldn’t. No one lingered too long in doorways or found excuses to pace the same stretch of cobblestone. The street was quiet, its residents going about their ordinary business without any sign that anything was wrong.

He dropped to the alley below and slipped through the safehouse’s back entrance, the door opening silently on hinges they kept oiled.

Gareth was waiting inside, standing by the window with his back to the wall, positioned where he could see the street without being seen from outside. His posture was tense in a way Velrik rarely saw—not the controlled readiness that preceded a job, but something closer to genuine unease.

“You weren’t followed?” Gareth asked without preamble.

“No. I checked three times.”

“Good.” Gareth moved away from the window, gesturing for Velrik to sit. “We need to talk.”

The safehouse was sparse—a single room with a table, two chairs, and a cold fireplace. Dust motes drifted in the thin light that filtered through the shuttered windows. Velrik settled into one of the chairs, his tail curling around its leg out of habit.

Gareth remained standing, pacing the small space with a restless energy that set Velrik’s nerves on edge. “Things are heating up,” he said finally. “I caught wind of something yesterday. Something I wasn’t supposed to know about.”

“What kind of something?”

“The King’s agents.” Gareth stopped pacing and turned to face him. “There are investigators in Montressa, from Rhema. I don’t know how many or exactly why they’re here, but I have my suspicions.”

Velrik’s ears flattened slightly. The King’s agents were not city guards or hired mercenaries. They were professionals—trained investigators who answered directly to the crown and had the authority to act outside local jurisdiction. If they were in Montressa, it meant something significant had drawn their attention.

“Do you think they’re here for Lucien?”

“I don’t know.” Gareth ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration Velrik had rarely seen from him. “But whatever’s happening, it’s connected to what he’s been planning. Has to be. The timing is too convenient otherwise.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to talk to him. After this, I’m heading to his estate to see if he knows something—or if he’s the one who brought them here.” Gareth’s jaw tightened. “Lucien always has a plan. Whether that plan includes keeping us safe is another question entirely.”

The words echoed what Gareth had warned him about months ago, in the alley behind the library. Lucien wasn’t their friend. He was a man who used people and discarded them when they were no longer useful. Velrik had tried to believe otherwise, had wanted to believe that the help Lucien had provided over the years meant something more than calculated investment.

Now he wasn’t sure what to believe.

“What do you want me to do?”

Gareth moved to the table and sat across from him, his bearing serious. “I want you to prepare. Just in case something goes wrong in the next few days, I want you ready to disappear.”

“Disappear?”

“Leave the city. Get out fast, get out clean, and don’t look back until you’re sure no one’s following.” Gareth leaned forward, his eyes holding Velrik’s. “I taught you how to be ready. Now I need you to actually do it. Today, before you do anything else.”

Velrik’s throat tightened. He had always known this was a possibility—that someday the life he had built in Montressa might collapse and he would have to run. But knowing it as an abstract possibility and facing it as an immediate reality were very different things.

“Remember, only bring what you need. Enough money to travel with, but not all of it. A change of clothes, something that won’t stand out. Food if you can carry it without slowing down. Anything important to you that you can’t replace.” Gareth paused. “And leave the rest behind. If you try to bring everything, you’ll be too slow and too obvious. The point is to move fast and stay hidden, to stay alive, not to preserve your possessions.”

Velrik nodded slowly, his mind already sorting through what he would need.

“The storm drain on the north side,” Velrik said. “The one you showed me before.”

“That’s your way out if you need it. The bars are spaced enough that you can squeeze through, and the creek on the other side will take you into the woods beyond the walls. From there, you can head north out of Italios if you need to. Don’t stop moving until you’re at least three days from the city.”

“What about you?”

Gareth’s face flickered with something that might have been appreciation. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve had to do this before. If things go bad, I’ll find my own way out.” He reached across the table and gripped Velrik’s shoulder briefly. “Just make sure you’re ready. Hopefully none of this will be necessary, but I’d rather have you prepared and not need it than the other way around. We won’t know where the other is going—it’s safer that way.”

They parted at the safehouse door, Gareth heading toward Lucien’s estate while Velrik turned toward home. The afternoon sun had begun its descent toward the western walls, casting long shadows across the streets. Velrik moved through them with the automatic caution of long habit, but his mind was elsewhere—running through lists of what he needed, where he would hide it, how quickly he could reach the storm drain if everything fell apart.
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The house was empty when he arrived, as he had expected. Zhaalday was still two days away, and everyone would be at work. The quiet felt different now, weighted with the possibility that he might not see this place again.

He pushed that thought aside and climbed the stairs to his room.

His leather backpack sat in the corner, waiting for a new purpose. He pulled it out and set it on the bed, then knelt to pry up the loose floorboard.

The bag of coins gleamed in the dim light as he opened it. He counted out two Solarin and roughly one hundred and twenty Deni, transferring them to a smaller pouch that he tucked into the bottom of his leather pack. The rest—over a hundred Deni and one more Solarin—he left in the larger bag beneath the floor. If he had to run, he couldn’t risk being caught with everything he had. If he didn’t have to run, it would still be there waiting for him.

The notebook came next, its pages filled with his careful observations about the city—maps of useful routes, notes on guard rotations, the special signs and cyphers he and Gareth used to communicate. Information that could be dangerous in the wrong hands, but invaluable if he needed to navigate unfamiliar territory. He tucked a thin book in alongside it—the book that had once held Gareth’s invitation to learn from him. It held no practical value now, but it meant something to him, and that was enough.

A pair of trousers and a tunic went into the bag next—both in plain colors that wouldn’t draw attention—concealing the contents below. He then stuffed in the collar. The leather was still stiff, the enchantment still faintly humming against his pads when he held it too long. He didn’t know what something like that was worth, but it was a magical object in one piece, and if money became desperate enough, someone might pay for it.

Finally, he reached for the drawing. The paper was soft with age, the creases so familiar that he could have traced them blind. His parents looked up at him from the charcoal lines, their features preserved in the only way he had left to preserve them. He folded it carefully and tucked it into the inner pocket of the backpack, close to where it would rest against his back.

He stood and surveyed the room one last time. The floorboard was back in place, the hiding spot invisible to anyone who didn’t know where to look. Everything else—his books, his spare clothes, the small comforts he had accumulated over six years—would have to stay behind.

Gareth’s voice echoed in his memory. If you try to bring everything, you’ll be too slow and too obvious.

Velrik shouldered the pack and left the room.

The streets were busier now, the afternoon crowd filling the markets and thoroughfares as people finished their daily business. Velrik moved through them with practiced ease, his small form slipping between larger bodies, his dark fur and hooded cloak helping him blend into the shade beneath awnings and archways.

He made his way toward the north side of the city, where the residential districts gave way to older neighborhoods that had seen better days. Empty buildings stood among occupied ones here, their owners dead or departed, their windows dark and their doors sealed against squatters who rarely bothered to try them anyway. Gareth had shown him this area years ago, pointing out which buildings were truly abandoned and which merely appeared to be.

The house he chose was a narrow two-story structure wedged between a boarded-up shop and a tenement that housed day laborers. Its door was nailed shut, but a window on the ground floor had a shutter that could be pried open with minimal effort. Velrik checked the street in both directions, waited for a gap in the foot traffic, and slipped inside.

The interior smelled of dust and old wood. Pale light filtered through cracks in the shutters, illuminating a space that had been stripped of anything valuable long ago. He moved through the ground floor quickly, checking for signs of recent habitation—footprints in the dust, disturbed cobwebs, the smell of food or waste. Nothing. The building was as empty as it appeared.

The stairs creaked beneath his weight, but held. The second floor was a single large room, its ceiling angled beneath the roofline. Exposed rafters crossed the space above head height, thick beams that had supported the roof for decades and would support it for decades more.

Velrik climbed onto a windowsill and from there to the nearest rafter, his claws finding easy purchase on the rough wood. He moved along the beam until he reached a junction where two rafters met, creating a shadowed corner that couldn’t be seen from below. The backpack fit neatly into the space, invisible unless someone thought to climb up and look.

He memorized the location, then climbed back down, checking from every angle to confirm it was truly hidden. If he needed to run, he could reach this place in minutes and be out of the city before anyone knew he was gone.

The thought didn’t comfort him as much as it should have.

He waited in the abandoned house until the light outside began to fade, then retrieved his pack from the rafters and slipped back into the streets.

The sky was fading from orange to red as Velrik pulled his hood lower and set out into the city again, his mind turning to the other items he would need.

The blacksmith’s shop was on the eastern edge of the merchant district, far from Dain’s forge on the other side. Gareth had introduced him to the owner years ago—a taciturn man named Brennan who asked few questions and accepted coin without comment. The forge was still glowing when Velrik arrived, Brennan working late on some commission that required the cover of darkness.

“Two small knives,” Velrik said, setting coins on the scarred wooden counter. “And a set of lockpicks, if you have them.”

Brennan glanced at the money, then at Velrik’s face, and nodded without comment. He disappeared into the back of the shop and returned with the requested items wrapped in oiled cloth. The knives were simple but well-made, their blades sharp and their handles wrapped in leather for grip. The lockpicks were a matching set to the ones Velrik already carried, replacements in case his primary set was lost or damaged.

“Trouble coming?” Brennan asked as Velrik tucked the purchases into his pack.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” he said with a smile.

Brennan grunted, a sound that might have been understanding or dismissal. “Watch yourself, fox.”

The apothecary near the river docks was already closed when Velrik reached it, the windows dark and the door secured. He circled the building once, noting the positions of the shutters and the quality of their locks. The one on the side facing the alley was older than the others, its latch worn from years of use.

He waited until a group of dockworkers passed, their voices loud with drink and fatigue, then slipped into the alley and went to work on the shutter. The latch gave way with minimal resistance, and he eased the window open just enough to slide through.

The shop’s interior was dark, but his eyes adjusted quickly. Shelves lined the walls, crowded with bottles and jars and bundles of dried herbs. The smell was overwhelming—a dense mixture of medicinal scents that made his nose twitch and his whiskers flatten against his muzzle.

He moved through the space carefully, his paws silent on the wooden floor, his ears straining for any sound from the residence above. The stairs at the back of the shop led up to where the apothecary lived, and the last thing Velrik needed was to wake them with a careless footstep or a knocked-over bottle.

He found what he was looking for near the back, behind a counter where the more valuable items were stored. The magic-imbued healing potions were small glass vials filled with a faintly luminescent liquid, their corks sealed with wax. He had seen one used once, years ago, when Gareth had taken a bad slash during a job gone wrong. The potion had closed the gash in mere seconds, knitting flesh and stopping blood with a speed that no natural remedy could match. These were expensive—though not the best you could buy—but in an emergency, they could mean the difference between life and death.

He took two, wrapping them carefully in cloth before placing them in his pack.

The sedative was easier to find, a small bottle labeled with a symbol he recognized from his reading. A few drops in a drink would put a grown man to sleep for hours. The poison was harder—he had to search through several drawers before finding a vial of fine powder marked with a skull and crossed bones. He didn’t know exactly what it was or how potent it might be, but the warning symbol suggested it would serve if he needed something lethal.

Nothing in the shop carried visible prices, and he had never purchased magical remedies before. He counted out ten Deni and left them on the counter, hoping it was enough to cover what he had taken. Stealing from honest merchants wasn’t something he wanted to do, but he couldn’t risk being seen making these purchases openly. The money would have to serve as payment, even if it fell short of the true value.

The mage’s shop was his last stop, and the most dangerous.

He had passed the building before, a narrow storefront tucked between a tailor and a wine merchant in one of the more prosperous streets of the middle district. The sign above the door showed a stylized eye surrounded by arcane symbols, and the windows were always shuttered, hiding whatever wonders or dangers lay within.

The front door was out of the question—too visible, too likely to be warded against intrusion. Velrik circled to the back, where a heavy door protected the shop’s rear entrance. The lock was better than anything he had encountered, its mechanism complex and resistant to his first few attempts.

He knelt in the darkness and worked at it methodically, feeling for the subtle movements of pins and tumblers, adjusting his picks with the patience Gareth had drilled into him. A minute passed. Then another. Sweat prickled along his fur despite the cool night air.

Finally, something clicked. The lock released, and the door swung inward on silent hinges.

The interior of the shop was darker than the apothecary had been, the air thick with a strange energy that made Velrik’s fur stand on end. He moved slowly, aware that a place like this might have protections beyond simple locks—wards that could alert the owner, or worse, traps that could harm an intruder.

But nothing stopped him as he made his way through the back room and into the main shop. Shelves lined the walls here too, but instead of herbs and potions, they held stranger things—crystals that glowed faintly in the darkness, bones carved with symbols he didn’t recognize, books bound in leather that smelled of no animal he knew.

The scrolls were stored in a cabinet near the front counter, each one tagged with a small label describing its contents. Velrik scanned them quickly, looking for anything that might help him escape pursuit.

Phantom Step. The label described a spell that would allow the user to move through solid objects for a brief moment—walls, doors, anything that might otherwise block their path.

Invisibility. This one was simpler—a spell that would render the user unseen for several minutes.

Both sounded perfect. He took them carefully, handling the rolled parchment with the delicacy Gareth had taught him to use with fragile documents. He had read about spell scrolls in the library—rare things, crafted by skilled mages who bound a single casting into the parchment itself. The magic was released the moment the seal was broken and the scroll unrolled, consuming the parchment in the process. One use each, and then nothing but dust.

He had no idea how much such things cost. Scrolls were the province of wealthy mages and noble houses who could afford to have spells preserved for anyone’s use. A Solarin was a significant sum—more than most people earned in a month—so he fished the gold coin from his pouch and left it on the counter beside the cabinet.

It would have to be enough. He couldn’t afford to leave more, and he couldn’t afford to leave empty-handed.

The journey back to the abandoned house was nerve-wracking, every shadow seeming to hide a watcher, every footstep behind him a potential pursuer. But no one stopped him, no one called out, and he reached the building without incident.

He climbed back to the rafters and hid his pack—the knives, the lockpicks, the potions and poison, and the precious scrolls. Everything he might need if the worst came to pass. Everything that might keep him alive long enough to escape.

Then he dropped back to the floor and slipped out into the night once more.
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The house was warm and bright when he finally returned, the smell of dinner drifting through the open windows. Lisa looked up from the pot she was stirring as he entered, her face shifting from concentration to mild curiosity.

“You’re back,” she said. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Smells good,” he said, tail swishing in anticipation.

Mira appeared in the doorway to the common room, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “Been up to no good again?”

Velrik managed a laugh that he hoped sounded natural. “Not quite.”

They ate dinner together, the conversation flowing around him in familiar patterns—Dain talking about a difficult piece he was working on, Joren describing a mare that had foaled that morning, Mira recounting an amusing mishap at her afternoon performance. Velrik listened and nodded and contributed when expected, but his thoughts kept drifting.

The pack hidden in the rafters. The storm drain on the north side. The King’s agents somewhere in the city, investigating something that might lead them straight to him.

Tomorrow would bring answers, or it would bring disaster. Either way, he was as ready as he could be.

The morning light came slowly, filtered through clouds that had rolled in overnight and turned the sky a flat, featureless gray. Velrik woke early, his sleep having been shallow and restless, and lay in bed for a long moment listening to the sounds of the house stirring around him. Footsteps in the hallway. The creak of the stairs. Mira’s voice, muffled, saying something that made Lisa laugh.

Ordinary sounds. The rhythm of a life that might be about to change forever.

He rose and dressed, then retrieved his empty satchel. He walked downstairs, ate breakfast with the others, and headed out into the gray morning toward the library, hoping Gareth would bring good news.

The streets were quieter than usual, the overcast sky keeping some of the usual vendors and early risers indoors. He walked his normal route, but his senses were sharper than they had been in months. Every face that glanced his way received a quick assessment. Every figure lingering near a doorway or sitting too long on a bench drew his attention until he was certain they posed no threat. He varied his pace slightly, pausing at a baker’s stall to buy a small roll he didn’t particularly want, using the moment to scan the street behind him for anyone who might have stopped when he did.

Nothing. No one following, no unusual attention, no sign that the King’s agents had any interest in a small Vulpin making his way through the morning crowds.

The library’s familiar facade was a welcome sight as always, but this morning even more so. Velrik pushed through the heavy doors and felt some of the tension ease from his shoulders when everything appeared the same. Whatever was happening in the city, whatever dangers might be gathering beyond these walls, at least here he could pretend that everything was normal.

Orlin looked up from his desk as Velrik approached, his weathered face creasing into its usual look of mild acknowledgment. “You’re a bit early today.”

“Woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep. Thought I might as well make myself useful.”

The old librarian grunted and gestured toward the back of the building. “The rear corridor hasn’t been swept in a week. Broom’s in the closet by the archive room.”

Velrik nodded and set to work, grateful for the distraction. The physical labor of sweeping gave his hands something to do while his mind continued to turn over everything that had happened yesterday. The King’s agents. Gareth’s warning. The pack hidden in the rafters of an abandoned house, waiting for a disaster that might never come.

He moved through the back corridors, pushing the broom across worn floorboards, clearing dust and debris that had accumulated in corners and along baseboards. The routine was soothing in its predictability. Here, he knew exactly what was expected of him. Here, the rules were simple and the consequences manageable.

An hour passed and the gray morning light shifted as the clouds began to thin in places, allowing pale sunlight to filter through the library’s tall windows before the overcast closed in again. More patrons trickled in—a handful of scholars, a merchant’s clerk researching something in the trade regulations, an elderly woman who came every day to read poetry in the same chair by the same window. The library filled with its usual quiet murmur of turned pages and whispered conversations.

Velrik was returning the broom to its closet when the main door opened and a familiar figure stepped inside.

Gareth moved through the reading room with his usual unhurried grace, his posture relaxed, his face carrying nothing more than mild interest in his surroundings. He looked like any other patron. Nothing in his bearing suggested the tension that had filled the safehouse yesterday, the nervous energy that had made him pace like a caged animal.

That was a good sign. Whatever Gareth had learned from Lucien, it hadn’t made things worse.

Their eyes met briefly as Gareth passed Velrik’s position near the closet. A subtle gesture—two fingers pointing toward the back of the building, then folding into a loose fist. The same signal as before.

Velrik finished returning the broom, exchanged a few words with Orlin about some volumes that needed rebinding, and made his way casually toward the rear of the library. He took his time, stopping to straighten a few books on a shelf. By the time he reached the back door, Gareth was waiting in the alley outside.

The older man leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, his gaze sweeping the narrow passage before settling on Velrik. “Good. You’re careful.”

“Kind of need to be extra careful right now.”

Gareth pushed off from the wall and moved deeper into the alley, away from the door, where their voices would be less likely to carry to anyone inside. Velrik followed, his ears swiveling to catch any sound of approach from either direction.

“I spoke with Lucien last night,” Gareth said, his voice low. “The King’s agents—they’re here because he tipped them off.”

Velrik’s chest tightened, but his mind was already working through the implications. “He’s making his move then. Whatever he’s been planning—he needs them here for it.”

Gareth’s face was unreadable, but there was something in his voice that might have been grudging respect. “Whatever he’s been building toward, it’s bigger than I realized. He’s been working on this for years.”

“So, we’re safe?” he asked, just to confirm.

“For now.” Gareth paused, his jaw tightening. “But there’s more. Lucien has a job for us. And it’s a big one.”

The brief relief Velrik had felt evaporated. He waited, watching Gareth’s face, reading the subtle signs of concern that flickered beneath his mentor’s controlled exterior.

“Duke Andelio,” Gareth said. “Lucien wants us to infiltrate his estate and retrieve evidence against him.”

The name landed with weight. Duke Andelio. The ruler of Montressa, the most powerful man in the city, protected by walls and guards and the full authority of his position. Velrik had never seen the Duke’s estate up close, but he had passed the area often enough—a sprawling compound in the heart of the upper district, its walls high and well-maintained, its gates always guarded.

“What kind of evidence?”

“Documents, according to Lucien. Proof that Andelio has been colluding with foreign powers—selling state secrets, helping smugglers evade the King’s tariffs, undermining Italios from within.” Gareth’s voice carried a weight that suggested he wasn’t entirely comfortable with what he was saying. “If it’s true, it’s treason. The kind of thing that gets a man executed, regardless of his title.”

“And Lucien wants to use that for what?”

“He wants us to retrieve it and bring it to him. He’ll handle the rest—turn it over to the King’s agents, see that Andelio faces justice for his crimes. He’ll probably receive recognition from the King too.” Gareth met Velrik’s eyes. “That’s the plan, at least. Whether it goes that smoothly remains to be seen.”

Velrik turned the information over in his mind. It made sense, in a way. Lucien had been positioning himself for years, building influence, gathering allies among the merchant families. If he could bring down the Duke and present himself as the one who exposed the treason, he would be perfectly placed to fill the resulting void.

“When?”

“Four nights from now. Lucien is hosting a gathering at his estate—the old Veldoran property. He’s invited half the nobility in the city, including Andelio himself. While the Duke is away enjoying the festivities, his estate will be less defended. Some of his guards will accompany him to the party, leaving fewer to patrol the grounds.”

“But not undefended.”

“No. Never that.” Gareth pulled a folded piece of paper from inside his coat—rough and wrinkled, clearly drawn in haste. “Lucien met with Andelio at the estate once, some formal visit arranged through official channels. He remembered the layout well enough to sketch this.”

Velrik took the paper and unfolded it carefully. The drawing was crude but serviceable—a rough outline of the estate’s walls, with buildings marked inside. One structure near the center was circled, with a notation in Gareth’s handwriting: Office. Adjacent to sleeping quarters.

“That’s where we’ll find the evidence?”

“According to Lucien. The Duke keeps his most sensitive documents in his personal office, where he can control access. If there’s proof of his treachery, that’s where it will be, probably hidden well too.”

Velrik studied the map, committing its details to memory. The estate was larger than he had realized—multiple buildings, gardens, what looked like stables near the back wall. Getting in would be one challenge. Finding the right building and the right room would be another. Getting out with whatever they found would be the hardest part of all.

“We’ll need to scout it,” he said. “This map isn’t enough. We need to know guard rotations, entry points, where the patrols overlap and where there are gaps.”

Gareth nodded, a flicker of approval crossing his face. “That’s what I was thinking. We have four nights before the job. I want to spend at least three of them watching the estate, learning everything we can before we make our move.”

“Tonight, then?”

“Tonight. Meet me at Northwood Park after dark. We’ll go from there.”

Velrik folded the map and tucked it into his shirt, close to his chest where it wouldn’t be noticed. “I’ll be there.”

Gareth studied him for a moment, his bearing shifting to something more serious. “Velrik. I need to ask you something, and I need an honest answer.”

“Ask,” he replied casually.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Gareth’s voice was quiet, stripped of its usual professional detachment. “This isn’t like anything we’ve done before. We’re not stealing from a merchant or gathering information on some minor noble. This is the Duke of Montressa. If something goes wrong—if we’re caught, or seen, or if anything doesn’t go exactly according to plan—there won’t be any second chances. The consequences will be severe. For both of us.”

Velrik considered the question. He thought about the pack hidden in the rafters, the escape route through the storm drain, the preparations he had made for exactly this kind of situation. He thought about his friends at home, about the life he had built in this city over six years, about everything he stood to lose if things went badly.

And he thought about Gareth. The man who had trained him, guided him, treated him as something more than a tool or a curiosity. The closest thing to a father he had known since being torn from his own family a decade ago.

“I’m not going to let you do this alone,” he said. “We work better together.”

Something shifted in Gareth’s expression—relief, quickly masked behind his usual composure. “Alright. But if anything feels wrong—if your instincts tell you to run—you run. Don’t wait for me, don’t try to help. Just get out and don’t look back. Understood?”

“Understood,” Velrik said with a smile.

Gareth held his gaze for a moment longer, then nodded. “Good. Tonight, then. Northwood Park, one hour after full dark.”

He turned and walked deeper into the alley, disappearing around a corner without looking back. Velrik watched him go, then took a breath and returned to the library.
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The rest of the day passed in a haze of normalcy that felt increasingly fragile. Velrik helped Orlin with the afternoon tasks—more shelving, some basic repairs to damaged bindings, assistance with a patron who couldn’t find a particular volume on agricultural law. Later, he chose a book at random from the history section and sat in his usual spot by the window, turning pages without really reading them, keeping up the appearance of an ordinary day.

But his thoughts kept circling back. The crude map tucked against his chest. The conversation in the alley. The magnitude of what they were about to attempt. Breaking into the Duke’s estate. Stealing evidence that could bring down the most powerful man in the city. The kind of job that would make everything else he had ever done seem trivial by comparison.

He left the library in the late afternoon, timing his departure to arrive home before the others finished their work. The house was quiet when he entered, empty except for the lingering smell of the morning’s cooking and the familiar creak of settling wood. He climbed the stairs to his room and sat on the edge of his bed, waiting for the nervous energy in his limbs to settle into something he could control.

The evening meal was unremarkable. Lisa had made a stew with vegetables from the market, and they ate together around the table as they always did, conversation flowing easily between them. Velrik participated when expected, laughed at Mira’s jokes, asked Dain about his work at the forge. No one seemed to notice anything unusual about his behavior. No one asked questions he couldn’t answer.

After dinner, he excused himself early, claiming tiredness. In his room, he changed into darker clothes—the ones he kept for night work, colors that would blend with shadow rather than stand out against it. He checked his belt, his dagger, and his lockpicks. Everything was in its place.

The window opened silently and Velrik slipped out into the gathering darkness. He made his way across the familiar terrain, heading toward the upper district.

Northwood Park was the same stretch of manicured greenery he had visited many times before. At this hour, it was nearly empty—just a few scattered figures moving along the lamplit paths, their faces lost in the dark.

Gareth was waiting beneath the same oak where Velrik had first met him years ago, his dark coat making him nearly invisible against the trunk. He nodded as Velrik approached, then turned without a word and began walking.

They moved through the upper district in silence, keeping to the shadows, avoiding the pools of light cast by streetlamps and the windows of occupied homes. The Duke’s estate lay at the heart of this wealthy quarter, a walled compound that dominated an entire city block. As they drew closer, Velrik could see the tops of buildings rising above the walls—peaked roofs, a tower that might have been a watchtower or merely an architectural flourish, the dark shapes of trees in what was probably an interior garden.

Gareth led him to a building across the street from the estate’s northern wall—a tall structure that appeared to be a merchant’s townhouse, its upper floors dark and its occupants presumably asleep. They climbed the exterior using handholds that Gareth seemed to know from previous visits, reaching the roof without incident.

From there, they could see over the estate’s walls.

The compound was larger than Velrik had imagined. The main residence was a three-story structure of pale stone, its windows glowing with warm light despite the late hour. Smaller buildings flanked it—servants’ quarters, perhaps, or storage facilities. Gardens spread between the structures, their paths marked by small lanterns that cast circles of amber light across the manicured grounds.

And guards. Velrik counted at least six visible from their current position, moving in patterns that suggested regular patrols. Two more stood at the main gate, visible through the wrought-iron bars. Others walked the perimeter, their routes carrying them along the inside of the walls at intervals he couldn’t yet determine.

“We’ll watch tonight,” Gareth murmured, his voice barely above a breath. “Learn what we can about their patterns. Tomorrow we’ll find better vantage points, fill in the gaps.”

Velrik nodded and settled into a comfortable position, his eyes tracking the movement of the guards below. The night stretched out before them, filled with the patient work of observation.

The first guard completed his circuit of the northern wall in approximately twelve minutes. The second, patrolling the eastern section, took slightly longer—perhaps fifteen minutes, with a pause near a small guardhouse to exchange words with a colleague stationed there. The guards at the main gate remained stationary, but Velrik noticed that they were relieved at regular intervals, fresh men emerging from somewhere inside the compound to take their place.

He filed each detail away, building a mental map of the estate’s defenses. Where the patrols overlapped and where they left gaps. Which sections of the wall were most visible from inside and which were hidden by buildings or vegetation. The rhythm of the guards’ movements, the timing of their relief rotations, the small habits and shortcuts that might create opportunities for someone trying to slip past unseen.

Hours passed and the moon rose, a waning crescent that provided little light, but it was just enough for Velrik’s eyes. The temperature dropped slightly as the night deepened, the warmth of the summer day giving way to a faint chill that made Velrik grateful for his fur. Beside him, Gareth remained motionless, watching with the infinite patience of someone who had spent decades learning to wait.

Near midnight, they withdrew. Gareth led the way back down from the rooftop, and they separated at the edge of Northwood Park with a brief exchange of signals. Tomorrow night, same time, different position. They would approach the estate from the south and see what that angle revealed.

The second night of scouting revealed new details.

They found a vantage point on the roof of a warehouse that offered a view of the estate’s rear wall and the buildings closest to it. From here, Velrik could see a section of the compound that had been hidden from their previous position—the stables Gareth’s map had suggested, a small outbuilding that might have been a workshop, and a stretch of wall that appeared less well-maintained than the rest.

More importantly, he spotted what looked like a drainage grate set into the base of the wall.

“There,” he whispered, pointing. “Storm drain. I might be able to fit through.”

Gareth studied the grate for a long moment. “We’ll need to check it from ground level. See if it’s blocked or barred from inside.”

“Tomorrow?” Velrik asked.

“Tomorrow.”

They continued watching, adding new information to what they had gathered the night before. The southern patrols followed different patterns than the northern ones—longer routes, fewer guards, more reliance on the height of the walls to deter intruders. Finally, a gate on this side of the estate caught Velrik’s attention. It was likely used by servants, and was manned by only two guards who stood at attention from the inside.

That entrance would be good for Gareth, Velrik thought.

Further along the wall, partially hidden by a decorative hedge that had grown wild enough to obscure the stonework behind it, Velrik spotted a section where the wall met an older structure—perhaps a remnant of whatever building had occupied this land before the Duke’s estate was built. The stones there were darker, more weathered, with gaps where the mortar had crumbled away over decades of neglect.

“There,” he whispered, pointing. “If the storm drain doesn’t work, I can climb that section. The handholds are good enough.”

Gareth studied the wall for a long moment, then nodded. “We’ll keep it as a backup. But the drain is better if you can fit and let me in—less chance of being spotted or making noise.”

Velrik noted the timing of the guards’ movements at the gate. They remained at their posts, but their attention wandered as the night wore on—glancing toward each other to exchange quiet words, looking up at the stars, doing all the small things that bored men did when waiting for a shift to end. Then they walked away, only for a few minutes, but it was enough time to open it for Gareth to slip in.

The hours passed more quickly on the second night, filled with the work of observation and analysis. By the time they withdrew, Velrik felt like he was beginning to understand the estate’s defenses—not perfectly, not completely, but well enough to start forming a plan.

The third night brought them to ground level.

Gareth remained on the rooftop as a lookout while Velrik descended to the street, moving through the shadows along the estate’s southern wall. The drainage grate he had spotted was exactly where he remembered—a rusted iron frame set into the stone foundation, its bars thick with accumulated grime.

He knelt beside it, testing the bars with careful pressure. The metal was old, weakened by years of exposure to water and weather. Two of the bars were loose enough that he could work them back and forth, widening the gap between them. With a little effort—and perhaps a tool to provide leverage—he could create an opening large enough to squeeze through.

The tunnel beyond the grate was dark, but a faint current of air suggested it connected to something on the other side of the wall. Storm drainage, a channel designed to carry rainwater away from the estate’s grounds and into the city’s sewer system nearby. The opening inside would probably emerge somewhere in the gardens, hidden by vegetation or built into a decorative feature.

He memorized the grate’s position, then moved along the wall toward the smaller gate he had spotted the night before. The guard was absent—his scheduled break, if Velrik’s timing was correct. The lock on the gate was visible through the wrought-iron bars, a heavy mechanism that would require careful work but nothing beyond his skills.

The weathered section of wall he had noted the previous night was visible from here too—a backup if the drain proved impassable.

A sound from around the corner sent him pressing flat against the wall. Footsteps, approaching. The guard returning from his break. Velrik held his breath, counting heartbeats, waiting until the sound passed and faded before slipping away into the darkness.

He rejoined Gareth on the rooftop, breathless but satisfied. “The drain will work, I think. I can widen the bars enough to fit through, then open the gate for you.”

Gareth nodded slowly, his look thoughtful. “Show me where.”

They spent another hour going over the details, comparing what they had learned over three nights of observation. The patrol patterns, the timing gaps, the entry and exit points. The location of the main residence and the building Lucien had identified as containing the Duke’s office. The distances involved, the potential obstacles, the things that could go wrong.
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By the time they parted, the sky was beginning to lighten in the east, the first gray hints of dawn touching the horizon. Only one full day before they began. Less than twenty-four hours to sleep and prepare.

Velrik walked home through the waking city, exhaustion dragging at his limbs but his mind still churning with possibilities. The estate’s defenses were formidable but not impenetrable. The timing would be tight, the margins for error narrow, but it could be done. They had found a way in and a way out. They knew where to go and what to look for.

All that remained was to do it.

The house was stirring when he arrived, Lisa already in the kitchen preparing breakfast. She looked up as he entered, a slight frown crossing her face.

“You’re up early. Again.”

“Went for a walk,” he said. “Couldn’t stay in bed.”

She studied him for a moment, and he could read the doubt in her eyes—the worry she carried but chose not to voice. She didn’t press, just nodded and turned back to her cooking. “Breakfast will be ready soon.”

He ate quickly, then excused himself to his room. The moment his head touched the pillow, sleep pulled him under—deep and dreamless, his body finally surrendering to the exhaustion he had been fighting for three nights running.

He woke in the early afternoon, the light through his shutters brighter now as the clouds had thinned, allowing the summer sun to break through in patches. The house was quiet, everyone else at work. He lay still for a moment, orienting himself, then rose and dressed.

The day stretched before him, empty of obligations but not of purpose. He couldn’t go to the library—too many nights of broken sleep had left him foggy, and he didn’t trust himself to maintain the pretense of normalcy for hours on end. Instead, he would make himself useful in other ways.

He stopped by the market on the way through the lower district, picking up things the household needed. A bag of charcoal for Lisa’s cooking—they had been running low for days. A small pouch of salt and another of pepper, the seasonings she liked to splurge on recently, were nearly gone. He paid for everything from his own coin and stuffed the purchases in his satchel.

On the way home, he took a detour to the safehouse where he had stashed his pack and climbed to the rafters. He knelt in the dusty half-light and opened it, considering. This was the biggest job Gareth had ever put in front of him—a duke’s estate, not some merchant’s office or dockside warehouse. He pulled out one of the healing potions, a scroll, an extra knife, and his backup lockpicks, tucking each into his satchel beneath the charcoal and salt. The rest he left untouched.

The remainder of the afternoon passed slowly. He organized his room, checked his equipment, sat by the window and watched the clouds drift across the sky. It was a perfect summer afternoon.

Lisa was the first to return home, surprised to find him there with the purchases already put away.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said, her face softening.

“I was out anyway. And I’ve got enough money to help once in a while.” He smiled and offered to help her with dinner before the others came home.

Mira arrived as the evening came, then Dain, and Joren. They gathered for dinner as they always did, conversation flowing easily around the table. Velrik listened more than he spoke, letting the familiar rhythm of their voices wash over him.

Only a few more hours, and Lucien’s grand plan would be put into motion.

After dinner, he helped Lisa clean up before excusing himself to his room.

He sat on the edge of his bed, thinking through everything one last time. The pack in the safehouse, ready if disaster came. The storm drain on the north side, his way out of the city. The escape route he had memorized and rehearsed in his mind until it felt as natural as the walk to the library.

If something went wrong, he would need to move fast. Get to the pack, get to the drain, get out of the city before anyone could stop him. Leave behind everything he had built here, everyone he cared about, and disappear into the world beyond Montressa’s walls.

He didn’t worry—he and Gareth were thoroughly prepared, and Lucien’s plans were always airtight—but it was necessary to be ready for anything. Gareth had taught him that. Always plan for the worst.

The sun had completely set outside his window, and it was time.

He changed into his dark clothes, checked his equipment one last time, and slipped out through his window into the gathering night. It was a new moon tonight, the perfect time to conduct the operation.

I bet Lucien even took that into consideration.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 13
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Without the moon to cast its pale light across the city, Montressa had become a landscape of deeper blacks and darker grays. The only illumination came from scattered windows, the distant flicker of streetlamps, and the stars above. Velrik sat on the rooftop beside Gareth, his eyes adjusted to the darkness, watching the Duke’s estate sprawl before them.

They had been waiting for nearly an hour, observing the guards’ movements one final time, making sure the patterns they had learned over three nights of scouting still held. So far, everything matched. The patrol along the southern wall passed every fourteen minutes. The guards at the smaller gate chatted quietly, their attention wandering as the night wore on. The torches in the courtyard beyond the walls flickered and swayed, casting dancing shadows that would help conceal their approach. The only difference was the reduced number of guards.

“The guard on the south patrol is about to reach the corner,” Gareth murmured, his voice barely a breath. “You have twelve minutes.”

Velrik nodded, his heart beginning to beat faster despite his best efforts to stay calm. They had planned this. They had prepared for this. He knew exactly what he needed to do.

He slipped off the rooftop and descended to the street below, his paws finding purchase on windowsills and decorative stonework with the ease of long practice. The cobblestones were cool beneath the pads as he crossed the empty avenue, keeping to the shadows that pooled along the base of the buildings.

The estate’s wall loomed ahead, pale stone rising fifteen feet into the darkness. The storm drain was exactly where he remembered it—a rusted iron grate set into the foundation, partially hidden by overgrown weeds that had been allowed to flourish in this neglected corner. Velrik knelt beside it and tested the bars he had loosened three nights ago. They moved easily with the help of a metal rod he had brought, the gap between them just wide enough for his small body to squeeze through.

He glanced back toward the rooftop where Gareth had been waiting. The silhouette was already gone—his mentor moving into position for the next stage.

The tunnel was narrow and damp, smelling of stagnant water and old stone. Velrik moved through it in a low crouch, his shoulders brushing the walls on either side, his claws scraping softly against the grime that had accumulated over the years. The darkness here was complete—even his sharp eyes could barely make out the shape of the passage ahead. He navigated by touch, by the feel of the walls curving gently around him.

The air was thick and stale inside the drain, carrying a musty scent of decades without cleaning. His ears twitched forward as something dripped in the darkness ahead—water seeping through the stone above, collecting in shallow pools that soaked his paws as he passed through them. The water seeped into his fur, making him shiver despite the warmth of the summer night he had left behind.

He counted his steps as he moved, keeping track of the distance. Thirty feet to the interior grate, Gareth had estimated from their observations. Thirty feet of crawling through this narrow, suffocating space, with stone pressing in from all sides and barely any room to turn around if something went wrong.

At twenty feet, the tunnel began to slope slightly upward. At twenty-five, he could smell something different—the fresh scent of a well-tended garden and clean air. The darkness ahead began to lighten almost imperceptibly.

The tunnel opened slightly, and he could see a faint grayness ahead—the exit grate, barely visible against the marginally lighter darkness of the garden beyond. Velrik paused, pressing himself against the damp stone, and listened.

Nothing. No footsteps, no voices, no sign that anyone was nearby.

He reached into the small pouch at his belt and withdrew the mirror Gareth had given him—a tiny rectangle of polished silver attached to a thin wooden handle, designed to let him see around corners without exposing himself. He extended it through the bars of the grate, angling it to scan the garden beyond.

The space was empty except for hedges that rose in carefully manicured rows and flower beds spread in geometric patterns across the grounds. No guards in sight, no movement except the gentle sway of leaves in the night breeze.

Velrik withdrew the mirror and turned his attention to the grate itself. The iron was old, its surface rough with corrosion, but still able to be pushed aside. He pressed against it slowly, carefully, feeling the resistance of years without use. Moss grew thick around the frame, cushioning the metal as it slid outward, muffling what little sound it might have made.

He slipped through the opening and eased the grate most of the way closed behind him, leaving it slightly ajar for a quick retreat if needed. Then he was moving, keeping low to the ground, his dark fur blending with the shadows beneath the hedges as he made his way toward the gate where Gareth waited.

It wasn’t far from his entrance, but every rustle of leaves made his ears swivel. Every distant sound from deeper in the estate sent a jolt of tension through his muscles. He moved from shadow to shadow, carefully listening and watching as he continued forward.

Velrik crept toward the gate, staying behind the line of hedges until he reached the wall. He still had about six minutes—plenty of time to pick the lock and let Gareth in.

The lock was old but well-maintained, its mechanism smooth despite its age. Velrik withdrew his picks and went to work, his fingers moving with practiced precision. The pins aligned one by one, each tiny click seeming impossibly loud in the silence. He kept his ears trained toward the direction the guards would appear from, ready to press flat at the first sign of footsteps.

The lock opened with a soft snap. Velrik caught the shackle before it could clatter against the iron bars, then eased the gate open just enough for a body to slip through. He pressed himself against the wall and waited.

A shadow detached itself from the darkness beyond—Gareth, moving with the fluid silence that still amazed Velrik despite years of watching him work. The older man slipped through the gate, and Velrik closed it behind him, leaving the lock in place but not latched. Anyone who walked by wouldn’t be able to tell the difference at a glance.

Gareth touched his shoulder briefly—a signal of approval—then gestured toward the interior of the estate. They moved together now, two shadows flowing through the darkness, staying close to the hedges and garden walls that provided cover from the scattered torches.

The estate was larger than Velrik had appreciated from outside. Buildings rose around them as they penetrated deeper—servants’ quarters, storage facilities, what looked like a private chapel with stained glass windows dark against the night. The main residence loomed at the center, its windows glowing with warm light on the lower floors, the upper levels dark where the household would sleep.

But the Duke wasn’t sleeping tonight. He was at Lucien’s party, enjoying himself among the nobility of Montressa, unaware that intruders were creeping through his home.

They reached a building that pressed against the exterior wall, blocking their path to the central courtyard. Gareth studied it for a moment, then looked at Velrik and pointed toward a window on the ground floor.

Velrik nodded and moved to investigate. The window was latched from inside, but the mechanism was simple—a hook and eye that he could manipulate through the gap between frame and sill with one of his picks. Within seconds, the window swung open on silent hinges.

He slipped inside first, dropping into a crouch and letting his eyes adjust to the deeper darkness within. The building was some kind of storage facility—crates and barrels stacked along the walls, shelves lined with preserved goods and sealed containers. The smell was a mixture of damp wood, dried herbs, and gardening supplies.

He listened for a long moment, his ears straining for any sound of occupancy. Nothing. The building was empty.

He moved to the door on the far side and cracked it open, peering into the space beyond. A narrow corridor led toward what looked like another exit, torchlight visible through the gap beneath a distant door. He returned to the window and signaled for Gareth.

The older man climbed through with considerably less grace than Velrik had managed, his larger frame requiring careful maneuvering to avoid knocking against the sill. Once inside, he took in the room with a quick glance, then moved toward the far door.

Velrik fell in behind him, pausing briefly beside a shelf of what looked like silver candlesticks. “These must be worth a fortune,” he whispered.

Gareth glanced back. “We’re here for documents. Nothing else.”

“I know. I was just—”

“Stay focused.”

Velrik nodded and followed without further comment. Gareth was right. They couldn’t afford distractions, couldn’t risk anything that might slow them down or create complications. Get in, find the evidence, get out. That was the plan.

They exited the storage building through a side door that opened onto the central courtyard. Velrik checked first, using his mirror to scan the space before committing to the exposure.

The courtyard was a maze of manicured hedges and flower beds, arranged in patterns that might have been beautiful in daylight but now served primarily as obstacles and cover.

A large pergola dominated the center of the space—a wooden framework draped with climbing vines that created a shaded walkway beneath. On the far side of the courtyard rose the building they sought, its pale stone facade elegant even in the darkness. Tall windows reflected the torchlight from below, and decorative columns framed an entrance that spoke of wealth and authority. This was where the Duke conducted his business, where he made decisions that affected the lives of everyone in Montressa.

Guards were scattered throughout the space—three that Velrik could see, plus at least one more whose voice carried from somewhere out of sight. Two sat at a table near the main residence, playing cards by the light of a small lamp. The third walked a slow patrol along the pergola’s edge, his attention more on the stars above than on his surroundings.

They seemed relaxed. Almost comfortable.

Must be because the Duke is gone.

He studied the scene, his mind working through possibilities. The direct route across the courtyard was too exposed—too many lines of sight, too many chances to be spotted. But the pergola...

“The balcony,” he whispered, pointing to a structure attached to a nearby building. “I can climb up, cross the pergola from above. Watch the guards from there, signal you when it’s clear to move.”

Gareth followed his gaze, assessing the route. “That’s a four-foot jump from the balcony to the pergola. Can you make it quietly?”

“Not a problem,” Velrik smirked.

A slight smile crossed Gareth’s face. “Of course you can.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a leather scroll case, extracting a rolled piece of parchment. “Once you’re in position, I’ll use this. It should blur my image enough to cross without being seen clearly. Just keep watch and signal if anyone looks my way.”

Velrik eyed the scroll. Gareth must have gathered everything he had for tonight—every tool, every advantage, every resource acquired over a lifetime of this kind of work. Seeing him pull out what was clearly an expensive magical item drove home just how seriously his mentor was taking this job.

Velrik nodded and moved toward the building with the balcony. The wall was ornate, decorated with carved stonework that provided excellent handholds—decorative molding, window frames, and a drainpipe that looked sturdy enough to bear his weight. He began to climb, his claws finding purchase in the gaps between stones, his body pressed close to the wall to minimize his profile.

Halfway up, his paw slipped against a patch of moss he hadn’t seen in the darkness. His heart lurched as his grip faltered, his body swinging outward for a terrifying moment. But his other hand was already moving, reaching, finding a new hold on a protruding stone. His claws dug in, arresting his fall, and he hung there for several ear drumming heartbeats, breathing hard, waiting for an alarm that didn’t come.

He could feel the strain in his shoulders, the burn in his fingers where they gripped the rough stone. Below, one of the guards shifted in his seat, and Velrik froze, pressing himself flat against the wall, willing himself to become part of the stonework.

The guard didn’t look up. After a moment, Velrik continued his climb, more carefully now, testing each hold before committing his weight.

Slow is smooth, smooth is fast, he reminded himself.

The balcony was small, barely large enough for two people to stand, with a wrought-iron railing that overlooked the courtyard below. Velrik pulled himself over the railing and crouched in the shadows, surveying the scene from his elevated position.

From here, he could see more than he had from ground level. A fourth guard stood near the entrance to the main residence, partially hidden by a potted tree. A fifth moved along the far wall, his patrol carrying him away from the courtyard toward some other part of the estate. The two at the card table were laughing now, clearly more interested in their game than their duties.

He signaled to Gareth—four fingers, then a gesture indicating the positions of each guard. Gareth acknowledged with a raised hand, then broke the seal on his scroll and unrolled it.

Even from this distance, Velrik could see the effect take hold. Gareth’s outline seemed to waver, his form becoming indistinct, the colors of his clothing shifting to match the shadows and stonework behind him. Not true invisibility, but something close—a blurring that made the eye want to slide past without registering what it saw.

The pergola stretched before Velrik, its wooden beams perhaps four feet away and slightly below the balcony’s level. Vines and leaves created a canopy of vegetation that would help conceal his movement, but the structure itself would creak and sway if he wasn’t careful.

He waited until the patrolling guard turned away, then leaped.

The jump was easy—a short distance, a soft landing on the wooden beam. But the impact sent a faint tremor through the pergola, and somewhere below, leaves rustled as vines shifted against each other. Velrik froze, flattened against the beam, his pulse hammering in his throat.

One of the guards at the table looked up, frowning. His gaze swept the pergola, passing over the spot where Velrik lay without pause. After a moment, he shook his head and returned to his cards.

Velrik exhaled slowly and began to move.

Crawling across the pergola was slow work. He had to distribute his weight carefully, moving from beam to beam, using thicker vines as additional support. The wood groaned softly beneath him, each sound making his ears flatten and his muscles tense. Below, Gareth’s blurred form drifted through the garden, taking advantage of the hedges and flower beds, his movements timed to the guards’ attention.

The vines scratched against Velrik’s fur as he moved, their leaves rustling with each careful motion. He tried to time his movements to coincide with the breeze, letting the natural sway of the vegetation mask the disturbance he created. It was exhausting work—not just physically, but mentally, requiring constant attention to every detail, every sound, every flicker of movement from the guards below.

Sweat dampened the fur beneath his bandolier despite the coolness of the night. His arms ached from supporting his weight on the narrow beams.

Halfway across, one of the card players stood up and stretched, his chair scraping against the flagstones. Velrik froze, pressing himself flat against the beam, holding his breath. The guard yawned, said something to his companion, and walked toward the pergola.

Velrik’s whole body went rigid. He was exposed here, hidden only by the leafy canopy above him. If the guard looked up, if he noticed the dark shape pressed against the beam, if he decided to investigate the structure for any reason, it could mean danger.

The guard stopped at the edge of the pergola, reached up, and plucked a grape from one of the vines. He popped it into his mouth, chewed, made a face, and tossed the stem aside. Then he turned and walked back to the card game.

Velrik waited until the guard was seated again before he allowed himself to breathe. His whole body was trembling with released tension, and he had to force himself to continue moving rather than simply lie there and wait for his racing heart to slow.

They progressed in silence, two separate parts of a single operation, each trusting the other to do their job. Velrik tracked the guards from above, signaling warnings when one turned in Gareth’s direction, freezing when eyes swept toward the pergola. The card players seemed absorbed in their game. The patrolling guard had settled into a rhythm, his attention wandering.

Something nagged at Velrik as he watched—a subtle wrongness he couldn’t quite identify. The guards seemed too relaxed, perhaps. Or maybe there were fewer of them than he had expected. Given that this was the Duke’s estate, there should have been more than what had been taken with him to the party, or the ones here should at least be more attentive. But there was no time to dwell on the feeling. They were committed now, and the only way out was forward.

By the time Velrik reached the far side of the pergola, Gareth had crossed most of the courtyard, his blurred form visible now only as a faint distortion against the stonework of a decorative wall. The effect was beginning to fade, the scroll’s magic expending itself, but he was close enough now that it hardly mattered.

Velrik dropped from the pergola to the ground, landing in a crouch beside a hedge that bordered the main residence. Gareth materialized beside him moments later, his outline solidifying as the last of the scroll’s power dissipated.

They were close now. The building before them was the largest in the compound—three stories of pale stone, with tall windows and a columned entrance. The Duke’s residence. The place where he kept his secrets.

According to Lucien’s map, the office was on the ground floor, in a wing that extended toward the back of the building. They circled around, staying low, until they found a door that matched the location Lucien had described.

Velrik pressed his ear against the wood, listening. No footsteps, no voices, no sign of occupation.

Gareth knelt beside the lock and went to work. This one was more complex than the gate had been—multiple pins, a mechanism that resisted the usual techniques. But Gareth had been doing this longer than Velrik had been alive, and in a few seconds the lock clicked open.

They slipped inside and closed the door behind them, unseen and unheard.

The room beyond was dark, lit only by the faint glow that filtered through heavy curtains from the courtyard outside. Velrik’s eyes adjusted quickly, revealing a space that spoke of power and refinement. Rich carpets covered the floor, muffling their footsteps. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with leather-bound volumes whose gilded spines caught what little light there was. Paintings hung in gilded frames—hunting scenes and ancestral portraits barely visible in the dimness. The smell of old paper and polished wood filled the air, underlaid by something fainter—ink, and the particular mustiness of documents long stored.

And at the center of it all, a desk.

It was a massive piece of furniture, carved from dark wood and polished to a gleam. Papers were arranged in neat stacks across its surface, held in place by weights of crystal and bronze. A chair sat behind it, high-backed and imposing, clearly meant to intimidate anyone who sat across from it.

Velrik moved toward it while Gareth took up a position near the door, watching the corridor through a crack in the frame.

The desk’s drawers were locked, but the mechanisms were simple—designed to deter servants rather than determined intruders. Velrik opened them one by one, scanning the contents by touch and the faint light. Letters, official documents, records of household expenses. Nothing that looked like evidence of treason.

But a desk like this would have hidden compartments. Men with secrets didn’t leave them in obvious places.

He ran his fingers along the surfaces, feeling for irregularities. The wood was smooth, the joints tight, the craftsmanship impeccable. But there—along the side panel, a slight variation in the depth of the wood. A seam where the wood didn’t quite match.

He knocked softly on the panel, listening to the sound.

Hollow.

Now he just needed to find the mechanism. He searched the drawers more carefully, feeling along the backs and bottoms, looking for anything that might serve as a trigger. In the third drawer down, his fingers found a small depression—a button, hidden behind the false back.

He pressed it. Something clicked inside the desk, and the side panel swung open on concealed hinges.

Inside were several leather-bound ledgers, a stack of papers tied with ribbon, and loose sheets with holes cut out of them in regular patterns—cipher sheets, used for decoding secret messages. Velrik’s pulse quickened as he examined the contents. This was it. This was what they had come for.

The ledgers were heavy, their pages dense with columns of numbers and abbreviated names. Transaction records, perhaps, or accounts of illicit dealings. The papers tied with ribbon appeared to be letters, their seals broken, their contents presumably damning enough to warrant careful preservation. And the cipher sheets—those alone were incriminating. High-ranking nobles kept ciphers, certainly, but secured in safes or vaults, not hidden behind false panels alongside secret ledgers.

Velrik gathered them quickly, his hands steady despite the excitement building in his chest. Lucien’s years of planning and preparation, three nights of careful surveillance—all leading to this moment. Lucien would have his evidence, Duke Andelio would face justice, and Montressa would be free of a corrupt ruler who had betrayed his own nation.

He was reaching for the last of the documents when Gareth’s hand closed on his shoulder.

The older man’s grip was tight, urgent. Velrik froze, his ears swiveling toward the door.

Footsteps. Approaching from somewhere deeper in the building. And something else—a faint sound that didn’t belong. The creak of a door opening in the adjacent room.

The sleeping quarters. Someone was in the sleeping quarters.

That shouldn’t be possible. The Duke was at Lucien’s party. Everyone important was at Lucien’s party. Who would be—

The door on the far side of the office began to open.

Everything happened quickly.

Gareth was already moving, drawing a knife from his belt, positioning himself beside the door. Velrik dropped the documents and pressed himself into the shadows beside the desk, his hand finding the hilt of his dagger.

A figure stepped through the doorway, silhouetted against the faint light from the room beyond. A man, tall and broad-shouldered, carrying a sword in one hand.

Gareth struck without hesitation.

He grabbed the man’s sword arm, pulling him off balance, and drove his knife into the exposed throat in a single fluid motion. The man made a wet, gurgling sound, his sword clattering to the floor, and collapsed with a heavy thud that seemed to echo through the silence.

For a moment, there was only stillness. Gareth stood over the body, his knife still in hand, his breathing controlled but rapid. Velrik stared from the shadows, his heart hammering.

“Are you alright?” he whispered.

Gareth didn’t answer. He was looking down at the body, his face frozen in a way Velrik had never seen before.

Velrik moved closer, his eyes adjusting to the new geometry of the room. The dead man lay on his back, his features visible now in the dim light filtering through the curtains.

He was older, perhaps fifty, with gray in his beard and deep lines around his eyes. He wore a sleeping robe of rich fabric, embroidered with golden thread in patterns that caught what little light there was. A signet ring glinted on his finger, bearing a crest that Velrik recognized from their surveillance of the estate—the same crest that flew from the banners on the walls, that was stamped on the livery of every guard, that marked this place as the seat of power in Montressa.

The Duke’s crest.

The Duke himself. The man they had been sent to gather evidence against. The man who was supposed to be miles away, enjoying Lucien’s party, safely removed from his own home.

The man who now lay dead on the floor of his office, his blood spreading across the expensive carpet, killed by a knife meant for a guard.

The bottom dropped out of Velrik’s stomach. His knees went weak, and he had to catch himself against the desk to keep from falling. This wasn’t possible. This couldn’t be happening. Lucien would have told them if something changed. They had planned for everything, prepared for every contingency, and now—

“Gareth,” he breathed. “That’s—”

“I know.” Gareth’s voice was hollow, empty of everything except a kind of stunned disbelief. “I know who it is.”

“He was supposed to be gone,” Velrik said, his mind racing. “Lucien said—”

“I know what Lucien said.” Gareth’s voice had hardened, something cold and dangerous entering his tone. “I know exactly what Lucien said.”

He stepped back from the body, his eyes scanning the room as if seeing it for the first time. The open secret compartment. The scattered documents. The dead Duke with a knife wound in his throat.

“We need to leave,” Gareth said. “Now. Before someone finds—”

A shout echoed from somewhere outside. Then another. And then the sound of stomping boots, multiple pairs, converging on the building.

“They know.” Gareth’s jaw tightened. “Someone alerted them. Someone told them we were here.”

“How? We were careful. We—”

“Lucien.” The word came out like a curse. “This wasn’t just about gathering evidence. He sent us here to kill the Duke and dispose of us. He set this whole thing up—the party, the reduced guards, all of it. And then he tipped off the estate so they’d catch us in the act.”

Velrik’s mind reeled. It couldn’t be true. Lucien had helped them, had supported them for years. Why would he—

But even as he formed the objection, the pieces were falling into place. Lucien’s warnings about the changes coming to Montressa. His offer of a formal position, his suggestion that Velrik leave the city. The way he had studied Velrik that day at the Greystone, calculating, assessing, deciding whether he was an asset or a liability.

He had decided Velrik and Gareth were liabilities. And this was how he was dealing with it.

“The window,” Gareth said, already moving. “Back of the office. Go.”

Velrik scooped the scattered documents from the floor and shoved them into his satchel—instinct, or perhaps stubbornness, refusing to leave empty-handed—then followed Gareth to the rear of the room. A tall window overlooked a strip of garden, its glass panes dark against the night.

Gareth drew his knife across the lead holding the glass in place, then pressed against the pane until it gave way, tumbling outward to land silently on the grass below. They climbed through the opening and dropped to the ground, landing in a crouch amid flowering shrubs that scratched at Velrik’s fur.

The shouts were louder now, coming from multiple directions. Torches appeared around the corner of the building, carried by men in the Duke’s livery. Someone was barking orders, organizing search parties, directing guards to cover the exits.

They slipped around the side of the building, staying low, moving fast. The courtyard was alive with activity now—guards running in every direction, servants emerging from their quarters to see what the commotion was about. The careful order of the estate had dissolved into chaos.

They were halfway across the garden when someone spotted them.

“There! By the hedges!” a guard called out.

Guards converged from three directions, cutting off their path. Velrik and Gareth changed course, sprinting toward the main residence—the only direction that remained open. Behind them, boots pounded against stone and grass, the pursuit closing in.

The kitchen entrance appeared ahead—a service door that stood partially open, warm light spilling out into the night. They burst through it and into a space filled with the smell of cooking and the startled screams of servants who scattered at their approach.

The kitchen was enormous, befitting an estate of this size. Copper pots hung from racks above massive preparation tables. A fire roared in a hearth large enough to roast an ox. Servants in white aprons pressed themselves against the walls, their faces pale with terror, as the two intruders crashed through their domain.

Gareth didn’t slow. He pushed through the chaos, knocking aside a cook who tried to block their path, vaulting over a preparation table that sent pots and utensils crashing to the floor. A cascade of copper and iron clattered across the flagstones, the sound deafening in the enclosed space.

Velrik followed close behind, his smaller form weaving through gaps that Gareth had to force, his paws slipping on spilled water and scattered vegetables. A kitchen boy lunged at him with a carving knife—more courage than sense—and Velrik ducked under the wild swing, using his momentum to slide beneath a table and emerge on the other side.

The far door was close now—he could see it through the chaos, a rectangle of darkness that promised escape. They ran through it, past storage rooms and servants’ quarters, following the architecture toward what Velrik hoped was an exit. Behind them, the sounds of pursuit echoed off the stone walls—boots on tile, shouted orders, the clatter of weapons being drawn.

They turned a corner and nearly collided with a guard coming the other way. The man’s sword was already drawn, and he swung it at Gareth in a reflexive strike that would have opened his chest if it had connected.

Gareth twisted aside, the blade passing within inches of his body, and drove his elbow into the guard’s face. The man staggered back, blood streaming from his nose, and Gareth followed with a knee to the stomach that doubled him over.

Velrik didn’t stop to watch. He kept running, trusting Gareth to handle the threat, focused only on finding a way out of this maze of corridors and rooms.

Another guard appeared ahead, blocking a doorway, his sword raised and ready. Velrik’s hand found his dagger without conscious thought, drawing it from its sheath as he closed the distance.

The guard swung at him—a powerful overhead strike that would have split him in two if it had landed. But Velrik was small and fast, and he had trained for exactly this kind of encounter. He stepped inside the arc of the blade, bringing his dagger up to parry, feeling the shock of the impact run through his arm as steel met steel.

The force of the blow nearly tore the dagger from his grip, but he held on, redirecting the sword’s momentum, creating an opening. He didn’t try to finish the fight—that wasn’t the goal. Instead, he ducked under the guard’s arm and kept running, leaving the man off-balance and out of position.

Gareth caught up with him seconds later, barely winded despite the exertion. “Nice parry,” he said.

“Learned from the best.”

The corridor opened into a wider space—a servants’ hall of some kind, with doors leading in multiple directions. One of those doors burst open as they approached, and guards poured through, their swords drawn, their faces grim with purpose.

The way forward was blocked.

Velrik’s hand went to his dagger, but Gareth was already reaching for something else—a leather strap across his chest that held small pouches and vials. His fingers closed around an object Velrik had never seen before, pulled it free, and held it up. A small sphere of dark metal with a fuse protruding from one end.

“Cover your ears,” Gareth said, and struck the fuse against a rough patch on his belt.

It sparked to life, hissing and spitting.

Gareth threw the sphere toward the guards blocking their path. It sailed through the air, trailing a thin line of smoke, and landed at their feet.

The explosion was enormous, shattering stone and sound alike.

The shockwave hit Velrik like a physical force, driving him backward even with his hands clamped over his ears. Heat washed over him, searing and sudden, followed by a pressure that rattled the walls and sent debris flying in all directions. The guards who had been blocking the door were thrown aside, their screams cutting through the ringing in Velrik’s ears.

Nothing in five years of working with Gareth had prepared him for this. His mentor had always carried tools and supplies—picks, rope, vials of sedative, the quiet instruments of a careful trade. Whatever that device was, Gareth had kept it hidden, saved for a moment when nothing else would work.

“Move!” Gareth grabbed his arm and dragged him forward.

They ran through the space the explosion had cleared—past bodies on the ground, some still moving, others not. Smoke filled the air, thick and acrid, making Velrik’s eyes water and his lungs burn. His paws splashed through something wet and warm, and he didn’t let himself look down to see what it was.

But he couldn’t avoid seeing everything. A guard clutching a wound in his side, blood pulsing between his fingers. Another staring at the ragged stump where his hand had been moments before, his face white with shock, his mouth opening and closing without sound. A third lying motionless against the wall, his chest still, his eyes staring at nothing.

Velrik had seen violence before. He had caused violence before. But this was something different—something vast and indiscriminate, a force that didn’t care who stood in its path.

The exit was ahead, a door that led out into the night. They burst through it and into the cool air of the estate’s grounds, the chaos of the kitchen falling away behind them.

But the grounds were no safer. Torches moved everywhere now, guards organizing into search parties, the gates being secured. The alarm had spread throughout the compound, and every exit was being watched so far.

Except one.

“The servant’s gate,” Velrik gasped. “The one we came through. It might still be clear.”

They ran. Past buildings, through gardens, over walls that Velrik scrambled up and Gareth followed with more difficulty. The estate had become a maze of fire and shadow, danger lurking around every corner, their pursuers drawing closer with each passing moment.

Velrik’s paws pounded against grass, then gravel, then flagstone as they crossed from one section of the grounds to another. He panted as he ran, his lungs burning from the exertion. Behind them, the shouts of guards created a wall of sound—orders being called, responses shouted back, the organized chaos of a military force responding to a crisis.

They vaulted a low wall into a garden, crashing through rows of vegetables and herbs, the smell of crushed basil and thyme rising around them. A gardener’s shed loomed ahead, and they pressed themselves against its wall for a moment, catching their breath while Gareth scanned for a path forward.

“There,” Gareth whispered, pointing toward a gap between two buildings. “That’s the storage building we went through.”

They ran again, their footsteps muffled by the soft earth of the garden paths. They moved quickly through the storage room, then climbed out the window they had entered through.

A shout went up behind them—someone had spotted their movement. More guards converged, cutting off the route they had planned, forcing them to change direction again. Velrik’s lungs burned. His legs ached. But he kept running, because stopping meant capture, and capture meant death.

They rounded a corner and found themselves facing a group of servants clustered near a well, their faces pale with fear. The servants scattered as they approached, clearing the path to the gate beyond.

The gate was unguarded—its normal sentries had been drawn away by the chaos inside.

They sprinted toward it, and Velrik’s hand was on the iron bars when a voice rang out from the darkness behind them.

“The Duke is dead! Someone has assassinated the Duke!”

The words carried across the estate like a thunderclap, freezing servants and guards alike in their tracks. For a moment, the pursuit faltered, everyone turning toward the main residence where the alarm had originated.

Velrik didn’t hesitate. He threw open the gate and slipped through, Gareth close behind. Then they were running again, down the dark streets of the upper district, leaving the Duke’s estate and all its chaos behind them.

The city stretched before them, a labyrinth of shadow and sleeping buildings. Gareth led the way, taking turns at random, doubling back, doing everything he could to confuse any pursuit. Bells began to toll somewhere behind them—the estate’s alarm spreading to the city itself, calling guards to action, warning the populace that something terrible had happened.

Velrik ran until his body screamed for rest, until his vision began to blur and his paws threatened to give out beneath him. The documents were still in his satchel, pressed against his hip, though he couldn’t remember why he had kept them. They were worthless now. Evidence of crimes that no longer mattered, not when the Duke himself was dead by their hand.

By Gareth’s hand. But it amounted to the same thing. They had come here together. They would be hunted together.

They reached the edge of the middle district before Gareth finally stopped. He pulled Velrik into an alley, pressing them both against the wall, and bent over with his hands on his knees, breathing hard.

“We need to split up,” he said between gasps. “The whole city is going to be looking for us within minutes. Two people traveling together are too easy to spot.”

“What are we going to do?” Velrik’s voice came out higher than he intended, tinged with a fear he couldn’t suppress. “We killed the Duke. We can’t—”

“We didn’t kill the Duke.” Gareth straightened, his eyes finding Velrik’s in the darkness. “I killed the Duke. You were just—”

“I was there. They saw me. It doesn’t matter who held the knife.”

Gareth was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, heavier. “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”

More bells were ringing now, their sound spreading across the city like ripples in a pond. Somewhere in the distance, Velrik could see the glow of fire—the hall Gareth had destroyed at the Duke’s estate, set ablaze by the explosive. Smoke rose against the stars, a dark pillar that marked the location of their crime for all the city to see.

“You need to leave,” Gareth said. “Tonight. Don’t go home—go straight to your cache, grab your pack, and get out through the storm drain like we planned. Head north toward Rhenmark eventually. For now, don’t stop moving until you’re at least three days from the city in any direction.”

“What about you?”

“I have my own preparations. I’ll find my way out.”

“We should go together. We can—”

“No.” Gareth’s voice was firm. “We’re more likely to survive if we split up. Two targets are harder to catch than one. And if I’m caught, I won’t know where you went from here.”

Velrik wanted to argue. Wanted to insist that they stay together, that they face whatever came as a team, the way they had faced everything else. But he could see the truth in Gareth’s eyes—the calculation, the cold assessment of their chances. Gareth was right. He was always right about things like this.

“Lucien did this,” Velrik said, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “He set us up. And now he’s going to—”

“He’s going to profit from it. That’s what men like him do.” Gareth’s voice was bitter. “He’ll probably be the next Duke of Montressa, once the dust settles. All that positioning, all those years of preparation—this was what it was all for. Remove the Duke, blame it on unknown assassins, bring his deeds to light, and step into the void with clean hands and a ready coalition of supporters.”

The betrayal cut deeper than Velrik had expected. He had known Lucien was calculating, had known he used people for his own purposes. But he had still trusted him, on some level. Had still believed that the help Lucien had provided over the years meant something more than manipulation.

He had been a fool.

“I’m going to find him,” Velrik said quietly. “I’m going to make him pay for this.”

“Maybe you will. But not tonight.” Gareth reached out and placed a hand on top of Velrik’s head—a gesture he had offered only a handful of times over the years, always in moments that mattered. “Tonight, you survive. And don’t forget, you still have to get back home.”

Velrik felt something crack inside him—the barrier he had built around his emotions, the wall that kept him focused and professional in moments of crisis. His eyes burned, and he blinked hard against the moisture that threatened to spill over.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice rough. “For everything you’ve done to help me.”

Gareth’s hand tightened briefly on his head, then withdrew. “You were never less than anyone. You were just a kid who needed someone to show him how to live.” A ghost of a smile crossed his face.

“Stay safe,” Velrik said.

“You too, fox.” Gareth stepped back, his form already beginning to fade into the shadows. “Maybe we’ll meet again someday, when all this has blown over.”

Whatever came next, their paths were diverging—leading them in different directions, toward different fates. This might be the last time they ever saw each other.

Gareth turned and walked away, disappearing into the darkness between buildings. Within moments, he was gone, swallowed by the night as if he had never been there at all.

Velrik stood alone in the alley, the bells tolling around him, the weight of everything that had happened pressing down on his shoulders like something physical.

The anger came first—hot and fierce, burning through the numbness that had settled over him during the flight from the estate. His hands curled into fists, his claws digging into his pads. Lucien had used him. Had manipulated him, lied to him, sent him into a trap designed to serve his own ambitions. He had trusted Lucien. Had believed, despite everything, that there was something genuine in the help the half-elf had provided over the years.

He had been wrong. So terribly, completely wrong.

The anger faded, and what replaced it was worse. He thought about his friends—Lisa stirring a pot in the kitchen, Mira tuning her lute by the window, Dain’s steady presence at the forge, Joren laughing about something one of the horses had done. All of them sleeping, right now, in the house they shared. Unaware that in a few hours they would wake to find his room empty, his bed unslept in, and the city in chaos around them.

He had promised Mira he wouldn’t disappear without saying goodbye.

His throat closed around something sharp, and he pressed his back against the alley wall, breathing through it. He couldn’t go home. Going home would put them all in danger. The only thing he could do for them now was disappear—and hope that Lucien’s manipulation extended far enough to keep them safe from the investigation.

He blinked hard, steadied himself, and began to move.

The city was waking up around him, roused from sleep by the commotion and the bells. People were leaning out of windows, calling to each other, asking what had happened. Guards were appearing on the streets, their torches creating pools of light that Velrik had to avoid.

He moved through the darkness the way Gareth had trained him—staying low, staying quiet, using every trick he had learned over six years of preparation. His dark fur helped him blend into the night, and his small size let him slip through gaps that would have stopped a larger person.

But the city was dangerous now in a way it had never been before. The guards weren’t looking for ordinary criminals. They were looking for assassins. For the people who had killed their Duke.

He was crossing a small plaza when he heard the footsteps behind him.

Heavy boots, moving fast, coming from multiple directions. Velrik broke into a run, but the guards were already converging, cutting off the routes he had planned to use. He dodged into an alley, only to find it blocked by a cart that someone had left in the narrow space.

“There! I saw something!”

He scrambled over the cart, his claws scraping against the wood, and dropped to the ground on the other side. The alley continued ahead, twisting between buildings, and he ran down it without looking back.

A guard appeared at the far end, torch held high, sword drawn.

Velrik skidded to a stop. The guard was big—easily three times his size—and he was moving fast, closing the distance with ground-eating strides.

Behind him, more footsteps. The other guards were catching up, boxing him in.

His hand found a scroll case at his belt.

He pulled the scroll free, broke the wax seal, and unrolled the parchment with trembling fingers.

The symbols seemed to writhe and shift as he looked at them, and then power surged through the paper, through his fingers, through his entire body—a sensation unlike anything he had ever felt before. It was like lightning, water, and wind all at once, flooding through him, filling him with something vast and strange.

And beneath the strangeness, something else. A warmth that had nothing to do with the magic’s power. It settled into his bones like a half-remembered song, like sunlight on fur, like the smell of pine forests and rare herbs. For a fleeting instant, it felt the way he imagined home might feel—though he couldn’t say why, and there was no time to wonder.

So this is what magic feels like.

His body changed. He could feel it happening—his flesh becoming insubstantial, his form shifting into something that was neither fully solid nor fully ghostly. His hands seemed to blur and shimmer, and when he looked down at his body, he could see the cobblestones through his own chest.

And he couldn’t feel anything. Not the ground beneath his paws, not the air against his fur, not the rapid beating of his own heart. The sensation was disorienting, terrifying, as if he had become disconnected from the physical world entirely. He tried to flex his fingers and saw them move, but felt nothing—no stretch of tendons, no pressure of joints, no feedback from his own body.

The guard was almost upon him, sword raised for a strike that would split him in two. It was too late to dodge. Velrik raised his arms instinctively, bracing for the blow.

The blade passed through him as if he weren’t there at all.

The guard stumbled, thrown off balance by the lack of resistance, his sword arm continuing through its arc, momentum carrying him past the spot where Velrik stood. His face was a mask of confusion and fear, unable to understand what had just happened.

Velrik didn’t wait.

He passed through the guard’s body as if it were made of smoke, feeling nothing but a faint tingle where their forms intersected. Then he was past, sprinting down the alley, his insubstantial feet carrying him forward with a speed he had never known.

The spell wouldn’t last long—he could already feel it fading, the power draining from his body like water from a cracked vessel. He had seconds, maybe less, before he became solid again.

He saw a wall ahead, too high to climb in the time he had. But he didn’t need to climb it.

He ran straight at the wall, eyes closed, and passed through it. The stone and mortar parted around him like curtains. For an instant, he was surrounded by nothing—the interior of the wall itself, a void of compressed material that should have been impenetrable. He felt nothing, saw nothing, existed for that brief moment as something other than physical.

Then he was through, emerging on the other side, his body solidifying as the spell exhausted itself.

The transition was jarring. Sensation flooded back—the ground beneath his paws, the air against his fur, the pounding of blood in his ears, the ache in his muscles, the burn in his lungs. He stumbled, caught himself against a rain barrel, and kept running.

Behind him, he heard the guards’ confused shouts. They couldn’t follow him through a wall. They would have to go around, find another route, and by then he would be long gone.

He arrived at the abandoned house several minutes later, its dark windows staring blindly at the empty street. Velrik slipped through the ground-floor window and climbed to the second story, his movements mechanical, his mind numb with exhaustion and shock.

The pack was still in the rafters, untouched since he had hidden it days ago. He pulled it down and checked its contents—money, clothes, notebook, Gareth’s book, the collar, and the drawing of his parents. Everything he had prepared for this moment. He added the documents from his satchel, pressing the leather ledgers and ribbon-bound letters flat against the notebook. Evidence of a dead man’s crimes, carried by the people who had been tricked into killing him. He didn’t know if the documents would ever matter again, but leaving them behind felt like letting Lucien win completely.

He shouldered the pack and climbed back down to the ground floor. Through the window, he could see the sky beginning to lighten in the east—the first pale hints of dawn touching the horizon. He had been running for hours, and the night was almost over.

The storm drain on the north side of the city was a ten-minute run from here. Ten minutes, and he would be outside the walls. Ten minutes, and he would be free.

But free for what? To run, to hide, to spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder? To leave behind everyone he cared about, everything he had built, all because Lucien had decided he was expendable?

As he ran, he thought about Lisa, waking up to find his room empty. About Mira, wondering where he had gone. About Dain and Joren, learning from the city’s gossip that someone had killed the Duke, never suspecting that the quiet Vulpin who shared their home had been involved.

They would likely be questioned when Lucien realized he had escaped.

His chest ached with the thought, but he kept moving anyway. There was no other choice. Going home would put them all in danger. Staying in the city would mean capture and execution. The only path forward was the one that led away from everything he loved.

The storm drain appeared ahead, its rusted grate visible in the growing light. Velrik approached it carefully, checking for guards, listening for sounds of pursuit. Nothing. This corner of the city was still quiet, the chaos concentrated around the Duke’s estate and the central districts.

He knelt beside the grate and ran his fingers along its edge, finding the gaps where the metal had corroded away from the surrounding stone. This was different from the drain at the estate—larger, meant to handle the overflow from the city’s streets during heavy rains. The bars were wider apart, the opening bigger. He would fit through easily.

He slipped through and lowered himself into the darkness below. His paws found purchase on the damp stone of the tunnel floor, and he crouched there for a moment, letting his eyes adjust.

The smell hit him first—the accumulated refuse of a city, decades of waste and runoff coating the tunnel walls. He forced himself to breathe through his mouth, tried not to think about what he was crawling through. This was freedom. This was escape. A little filth was a small price to pay.

He began to move through the tunnel, crawling on hands and knees through the narrow space. The ceiling pressed down above him, close enough to brush against his ears if he raised his head too high. Water dripped from somewhere ahead, a steady rhythm that echoed off the stone walls.

The tunnel seemed to go on forever. He counted his movements, trying to estimate how far he had traveled, how much farther he had to go. The city wall couldn’t be more than a few hundred feet away, but in this cramped darkness, every foot felt like a mile.

Then, ahead, a change in the quality of the darkness. A lighter shade of black, the faintest hint of gray.

The exit.

He crawled faster, ignoring the ache in his knees and the burn in his shoulders. The opening grew larger, brighter, until he could see the bars of the exit grate silhouetted against the predawn sky.

He pushed through the grate and emerged, gasping, into the fresh air of the world beyond the walls.

A creek gurgled beside him, its water dark and cold as it flowed toward the woods that bordered the city’s northern approaches. Velrik knelt at the water’s edge and washed the worst of the filth from his fur, the cold shocking against his skin but necessary. He couldn’t travel looking and smelling like he had just crawled through a sewer.

When he was as clean as he could manage, he stood and looked back at Montressa.

The city rose behind him, its walls pale in the dawn light, its towers and spires reaching toward a sky that was shifting from gray to gold. Smoke still rose from somewhere near the center—the Duke’s estate, still burning—and the faint sound of bells drifted across the distance.

His home for eleven years. The place where he had found family, learned to survive, built a life from nothing.

He turned away and began to walk.

The road led north, skirting the edge of the forest that bordered the city’s eastern approaches. Velrik followed it with nothing in his head but the rhythm of his own footsteps, putting one paw in front of the other, his body moving on instinct while his mind refused to think about anything at all. The sun rose higher, burning away the morning mist, warming his fur despite the chill that had settled into his bones.

He walked until he reached a bridge that crossed a wider section of the creek, its wooden planks weathered by years of travel. From older maps he had studied in the library, he knew this was roughly where Montressa’s reach ended and the open country began. Beyond the bridge, the road narrowed and the land opened up—rolling hills dotted with farms and clusters of woodland, stretching north toward places he had only ever read about.

He stopped at the center of the bridge and looked back one final time.

Montressa spread across the horizon, beautiful and terrible in the morning light. The smoke had thinned but still hung over the city, marking the place where everything had changed. The towers of the upper district caught the sun, gleaming white and gold, while the lower districts sprawled in shades of brown and gray beneath them. From this distance, it almost looked peaceful—just another morning in a city that had seen countless mornings before. The bells had finally stopped tolling, and the smoke would clear soon enough. Life would go on, as it always did, regardless of what had unfolded in the night.

But nothing would be the same. Not for the city, and not for him.

Somewhere in those streets, Lisa was making breakfast. She would call up the stairs and get no answer. Mira would check his room and find it empty, the bed unslept in, and the worry would start—quiet at first, the kind of worry that tries to find reasonable explanations. Then the news would reach them, and worry would become something else entirely.

He wondered if they would hate him when they learned the truth. If they would understand why he couldn’t come home, couldn’t explain, couldn’t say goodbye. If they would forgive him for breaking every promise he had ever made.

He had lost one family at five years old, torn from his parents by slavers who saw him as merchandise. Now he was losing another—not to violence or cruelty, but to betrayal and circumstance, which somehow felt worse. At least slavers were honest about what they were.

His eyes burned. He let them.

He gripped the bridge railing, the rough wood biting into his pads, and breathed until the tightness in his chest loosened enough to think clearly again.

Somewhere out there, Gareth was running too—the man who had taught him everything, who had trusted him enough to share the most dangerous parts of his life. They had parted in an alley with farewells that might have been final, and now Velrik could only hope that his mentor’s experience would be enough to keep him alive.

And somewhere, Lucien was preparing his next move. The Duke was dead, the assassins would be blamed, and the half-elf would step into the void with clean hands and years of careful positioning behind him. Years of planning, culminating in a single night of violence that would reshape the city. And Velrik and Gareth had been nothing more than the instruments he’d aimed and discarded.

Anger stirred beneath the grief, low and steady. Not the sharp blaze he had felt in the alley, but something quieter. Something that would last.

He took a deep breath and let it settle—banked but not extinguished. An ember buried deep, waiting for the day it could become a flame.

He thought of Vaelwyn. The island he had never stopped searching for, his parents, if they were still alive. That dream hadn’t changed. The path had simply grown longer, more treacherous, more uncertain. But the destination remained the same.

He adjusted the straps of his pack, feeling the weight of everything he carried—the coins that would keep him fed, the clothes that would keep him warm, the drawing of his parents that would remind him why he kept going. Everything else was gone, left behind in a city that was no longer safe for him.

But he was still alive. Still free. Still capable of walking his own path.

He turned away from Montressa and faced the road ahead. It wound through hills and forests, leading toward mountains he couldn’t see past. The sun was warm on his fur, the air fresh with the smell of growing things, and somewhere in the distance, birds were singing.

He started walking again.

The city grew smaller with each step until it was just a smudge on the horizon, a memory fading into the pale morning sky. Velrik didn’t look back again.

The road stretched before him, empty and waiting, and his paws carried him forward—away from everything he had known, toward everything he had yet to discover. Each step felt heavier than the last, weighted with loss and exhaustion. But beneath that weight, something else stirred. Something quiet and stubborn and refusing to be crushed.

He would survive this. He would find his way home. And someday, when he was ready, he would return to settle the debt that Lucien owed him.

The road was long, and he was alone. But he had been alone before, and this time he’d been prepared.

One foot in front of the other. That was enough for now.
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Author’s Notes
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Thank you for joining Velrik in the first part of his journey through the world of Eldrin. While this series follows Velrik's path from captivity to freedom and his search for home, the world of Eldrin holds many other stories waiting to be told. Future tales may explore different corners of this world—from the hidden shores of Vaelwyn to the streets of distant cities—each with their own heroes and struggles.

But for now, Velrik’s story will continue in the next book of Tail of the Stray, with new dangers, companions, and discoveries.
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If you enjoy Tail of the Stray, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews help new readers find the series and support independent authors. Even a few words make a difference.

For updates, bonus content, maps, character art, and behind-the-scenes worldbuilding:

Website: www.TheInkedTail.com

X/Twitter: @TheInkedTail

Thank you for reading,

Mike Garcia
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