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"It is with considerable amusement that we entertain the rumour of a so-called Guild of Assassins; a clandestine congregation purported to orchestrate the demise of men for coin. How preposterous! The very notion that a band of scoundrels, inherently devoid of moral fibre, could forge bonds of trust and loyalty is beyond the pale of reason. Such tales, no doubt, belong to the pages of penny dreadfuls rather than the annals of reality."

– Magistrate of Nordturm to Governor Harvey
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Soren buckled the leather apron straps around his waist, steeling himself as he marched into Master Kurgan’s studio. The familiar scent of clay and dust lingered in the air, the rhythmic tap of chisel on stone filling the workshop.

Kurgan’s stern eyes narrowed as he looked up from his work, his thin fingers poised above an emerging stone portrait. His bushy eyebrows furrowed. “You’re late.”

Soren swallowed hard. “I apologise, master. I lost track of time. It won’t happen again.”

Kurgan sniffed. “Perhaps you should lose track of those daydreams instead.”

“I really am sorry. I was—”

“I don’t need excuses.” Kurgan pointed at Soren’s cluttered workbench, gesturing towards the coating of dust. “I need you to focus on your work, boy.”

Soren dipped his head. “I know.”

“You’ll never master your craft if you’re always chasing shadows.”

Soren picked up his chisel and mallet, the tools at home in his grip, and continued working on his latest piece—an alabaster wyvern with its wings outstretched.

“Remember, Soren, the world beyond Nebel Hafen’s walls may seem alluring, but it’s as cold and unforgiving as the Braun Sea.”

Soren gritted his teeth and tried to ignore the thought nagging at him. There had to be more to life than this.

The day wore on and Soren soon regained focus on his work, the wyvern’s form slowly revealing itself with each strike of his chisel. It was the closest thing to magic in this world—the ability to create something beautiful and lasting from something as mundane as a block of lifeless stone.

The light from outside caught his attention. He blinked up at the window, his eyes dry and tired from dust and concentration. White-capped waves crashed against the harbour wall as the afternoon sun shone down on the Braun Sea.

Soren took this as his cue and broke away from his work. He cleaned his tools and swept the floor. He gazed at the half-finished wyvern on his workbench, its pink alabaster seeming almost translucent in the dim light. He couldn’t wait to get back to work on it, but errands for his master loomed.

Alaric appeared near the workshop door. He leant against the frame with one foot on the wall, a smirk on his face, and his hair still damp, no doubt from a morning spent at sea.

“Hey, Sor.”

Soren waved a hand in greeting.

“Need any help?”

“Thank you. That would be great.” Soren wiped Kurgan’s tools and gestured to his own workbench. “Help me finish up here. I need to run some errands for Master Kurgan.”

“Sure thing.” Alaric pushed off his leaning post.

Soren placed the last of Kurgan’s tools down and let out a sigh.

“What happened?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“Let me guess.” Alaric grinned. “Old Kurgan wants you to clean his smallclothes.”

“Ha ha. Very funny.”

“It’s not that funny.”

“I know.” Soren cocked an eyebrow.

Alaric wandered over to the wyvern statue and pushed out his bottom lip. “This yours?”

“Yeah, he has me doing pointless little ornaments. Apprentice pieces, he calls them.”

“I guess we’ve all got to start somewhere. Your father had me mending nets again today. I want to be on the bow with a harpoon, bringing in a sperm whale. But, no, I get to sit in the hold, fiddling with old nets while my fingers turn red.”

“And I want to carve mountains.”

“Ah, the life of an artist.” Alaric ran his hands over the statue. “So mysterious and full of torment.”

“Torment? Hardly. It’s just...sometimes. I don’t know.”

“Oh, here we go.”

Soren glanced towards the window. “I feel like I’m stuck in this place, doing the same thing, day after day after day.”

“Welcome to being an apprentice.” Alaric clapped him on the back. “We all feel that way sometimes. At least when you’re finished, you don’t stink of fish guts, or have frostbite to contend with. You know, it was so cold out there today, I felt like my nose was going to freeze off. Imagine that. Your nose getting so cold it would drop off your face.”

“I guess.”

“I know you feel trapped in this place—we all do. But you have an incredible talent. And, one day, you’ll show everyone just how great you can be.”

“It can’t come soon enough.”

“Well, don’t let me get in the way of your fun.”

Alaric headed for the door.

“Yeah, right. Fun.”

Soren glanced around his still unfinished tasks and sighed as the door clicked shut behind Alaric. “Some help you were.”

––––––––
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A narrow stone path led to the cottage Soren shared with his father. He marched homewards, his head pounding, his arms aching, his legs spent. The thatched roof and whitewashed walls had weathered many storms, standing steadfast against the elements.

Warmth hit him as he opened the door and stepped across the threshold.

“Ah, there you are.” Soren’s father smiled across the kitchen as he bustled around, chopping vegetables with deft hands and stirring pots with practised ease. “I was ready to send out a search party.”

“Sorry about that.” Soren offered him a tired smile. “I had errands to run for the master.”

“Ah, well, needs must. I brought back some fine trout today. Not keen on these winds we’ve had coming from the north. Burn the skin off your knuckles if you’re not careful.”

“Alaric said it was cold.”

His father chuckled. “Aye. Very cold below deck out of the winds, I’m sure. He had it easy and he still found time to complain. Needs to buck his ideas up, that one.”

“I think he’s just itching to do more.”

“Oh? Has he been complaining?”

“No.” Soren shook his head. “I just remember him talking about how much he wanted to catch a whale, that’s all.”

“We’re a fisher, not a whaler.”

“I know.” Soren rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands at the basin. “Let me help.”

As they worked side by side, Soren couldn’t help but admire the precision and skill with which his father worked on the fish. With each cut, he removed the bones and excess skin, leaving behind perfect fillets. The sharp blade glinted against the warm light.

“You’ve got that look on your face again.” His father watched him with a sidelong glance. “Everything alright?”

Soren hesitated before answering. “I’m fine. I’m just looking forward to finishing my apprenticeship. I feel like...I don’t know. I can do so much more than ornaments. I’ve improved so much and I’m ready to do more...I know I am.”

“You’ve got a keen eye and a steady hand, son. But Master Kurgan has done you well.”

“I know. It’s just...”

“Just what?”

“I feel like there’s something more out there for me.”

“Like what?”

Soren shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s like Alaric—he’s stuck in the bowels of a ship all day, fixing nets when he’d rather be out hunting whales.”

“I see.”

“What I mean is, I don’t know if I can stay doing what I’m doing for another five years.”

His father paused, his eyes meeting Soren’s. “You’re free to follow your own path, son. But don’t forget where you come from. It might not be glamorous, but it’s honest work. In time, it’ll put food on your table.”

“I know.”

“I’ve paid a decent chunk of coin for that apprenticeship. I could have insisted you follow in my footsteps, but I wanted more for you.”

Soren forced a smile. “I know. And you’re right. I just...I just need to keep focused on getting better, focused on learning my craft.”

“That’s my boy.”

––––––––
[image: image]


The next day, Soren’s arms were aching from hours of chiselling. He took a step back to admire the completed wyvern sculpture. A mixture of pride and satisfaction bloomed within him that he had transformed a lifeless slab of alabaster into a work of art.

He walked around the piece, studying it from all angles. Master Kurgan would have no choice but to let him move on to more challenging pieces.

A sudden draught drew his attention away from his work.

The door closed behind Alaric. “Nice job.” He sidled up to Soren and gazed down at the sculpture, rubbing his chin. “Is it supposed to look like a chicken?”

“It’s supposed to be a wyvern.” Soren wiped his brow with a dirty sleeve and registered Alaric’s smirk. “Oh, we’re doing this again, are we?”

“Seriously, though, it’s impressive.” Alaric leant in close, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I bet Kurgan did the finishing touches, though. No way you’d be able to do those scales like this without him holding your hand.”

Soren narrowed his eyes. “You can joke all you want, but it was all me.” He studied his work from several angles. “And I have outdone myself, if I’m being honest.”

“Because you’ve not been honest all this time?”

“You know what I mean.”

Alaric shook his head and grinned. “Nah. It’s good. You’ve done alright.” He gave Soren’s arm a playful punch.

“Careful!” Soren grabbed his chisel, catching it before it fell off the edge. “Tools of the trade.” He glanced towards the door. “But thanks, though. Kurgan’s been pushing me harder than ever. Sometimes I wonder if he will ever think I’m truly ready.”

“Maybe he wants you to reach your full potential, or something.” Alaric leant against a nearby table and picked up a hammer, turning it in his hand. “There’s always room for improvement, right?”

“Easy for you to say.”

“You’re right about that. Turns out I’m pretty good at this speaking lark.” He placed the hammer down and gestured to the door. “Come on. Let’s take a break. There’s more to life than chipping away at rocks.”

“What you got in mind?”

“I don’t know. Let’s have some fun. Cause some trouble, like we used to.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

Alaric waved his hands. “Alright. No trouble. But all work and no play makes Soren a dull boy.”

“Fine. You win.”

“Excellent. Get some coin together. We could eat, have a few drinks, play some cards, whatever.”

Soren smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

“Let’s go then, before old Kurgan comes back and gets you to scrub his privy.”

The door opened, bringing with it the chill from outside.

“Oh, well.” Alaric took a step back. “Too late. Looks like you’ve missed the boat.”

Kurgan marched in with his arms folded and scowled at Alaric. “You again?” He gestured to the door. “Go on, do one. Be off with you.”

Soren gave his friend a helpless shrug. “I need to stay here.”

Alaric nodded and ducked past Kurgan. “Later, then?”

“Yeah. Later,” Soren said as Alaric departed.

Kurgan strode over to Soren’s workbench and gazed down at the wyvern. He stood silent for several seconds, his head turning this way and that as he tapped his chin. “You’ve done an adequate job there, boy.” He pointed to the tail. “Watch your tapering on the base. And the barb doesn’t look like that.” He lifted the wyvern and turned it in his hands. “You haven’t touched the underside of its feet. And wyverns have four claws, not three.”

Soren looked at his wyvern through Kurgan’s eyes and noted the flaws for the first time. “Thank you, master.”

“Also, you should add more depth to the scales. Remember, to capture reality, you have to exaggerate it slightly.”

“Thank you, master.”

“Remember, Soren”—Kurgan lay a hand on his shoulder—“true mastery comes not from talent but from humility and perseverance.” He raised a finger. “Talent gets you in the door. But it’s a commitment to learning one’s craft that marks a true artist.”

“Of course, master.” Soren hesitated for a moment, then spoke. “I was wondering...”

“What is it?”

“How many pieces like this did you have to do before you completed your apprenticeship?”

Kurgan shrugged and pursed his lips. “A few hundred at least, maybe a thousand or so.”

Soren gaped. “Are you...are you joking?”

“No joke.” Kurgan stroked his moustache. “And let’s just say, my old master wasn’t as lenient as I am.” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing faint scars across the backs of his hands and arms.

“What happened?”

“They’re reminders. They’re reminders of the importance of hard work, of commitment to your craft.” He jerked his sleeve back down. “But they also remind me that violence is ugly and terrible.”

Soren looked down at the back of his hands and chewed on the inside of his lip. “Thank you.”

“I received those beatings for much less than your mistakes.”

“I will try my best. I swear it in the eyes of Creation.”

“Good.” Kurgan cleared his throat. “Maybe if that fish boy wasn’t in here every day, you might produce some better work.” He placed the statue down and gestured to a block of white marble resting on a nearby bench. “I’d like you to try another piece. Work from the same brief, but this time in Sieshin marble. The stone is much harder to work, so keep your chisel sharp and your rhythm steady.”

“Another wyvern?”

Kurgan nodded. “Another wyvern. Is that going to be a problem?”

“No, master.”

“Have you considered experimenting with different materials?” He gestured to a collection of various stones and metals along the workshop wall. “It might help you grow as an artist.”

“I like working with alabaster. I really want to get good with it.”

“And leave everything else behind?” Kurgan shrugged as he began to pace. “Heed my words, boy. If you only master one thing, you will be an apprentice forever.”

Soren shook his head. “How am I supposed to become a great artist if I don’t have a specialism?”

“The specialism comes when you have mastered all parts of your craft. A solution in modelling may provide a fresh perspective on carving. Techniques and processes can be adapted from one medium to another. Don’t allow complacency to stifle your growth. If you’re not growing, you’re dying.”

“I understand.”

Kurgan patted Soren’s back. “You don’t.” He chuckled to himself. “But you will.”

––––––––
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The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time Soren locked up the workshop for the night. The dying light cast long shadows across the cobblestones, while a chilling breeze whispered through the air, carrying with it the scent of brine and the faint hints of fish and seaweed.

He double-checked the lock and started when Alaric slipped from the shadows.

“By Creation.” Soren’s hand shot to his chest. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.”

Alaric rubbed his hands together, his face obscured by his hood. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Plan for what?”

“For tonight, fool.”

Soren shrugged a shoulder. “I’m tired, my arms ache, and I’m covered in dust. I just want to head home...It’s been a long day.”

Alaric grinned and placed both of his hands on Soren’s shoulders. “Great. We’ll head to yours. Get yourself changed and grab some coin, and then the night is ours.”

Soren let out a sigh and nodded. “Fine.” He headed back along the path through Meerand, Alaric at his side.

“I bet this place used to be so different back in the day.” Alaric gestured up to Meerand Castle. “Imagine living in that place when it was whole.”

“You’re not going to start with stories of the Guardians again, are you?”

Alaric shook his head. “I wonder what it was like, though, all those people. I bet there must have been hundreds of people living there.”

Soren gazed up at the ruins. “I guess everything comes to an end. I wonder what happened to them?”

“Maybe they’re still around, working in secret.”

“Yeah. And maybe the Wolfsbane clan are still hiding in the forests.”

Alaric sniffed. “I think we can definitely say that’s not happening.”

“Would you have joined?”

“What? The Guardians?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Might be more fun than mending nets. Be a hero. Go on adventures. Bit of swashbuckling. Yeah, I could do that.”

“I bet it would be boring. I’d join up, do a seven-year apprenticeship, and then I’d probably end up in the offices, doing paperwork, knowing my luck.”

“You make your own luck in this world.”

“You sound like Master Kurgan.”

“Don’t say that. Never say that.”

“Are you going to start lecturing me on proper chisel care?”

Alaric laughed. “Yeah. And make sure you dust off those...tooly things.”

As they reached his cottage, Soren pushed open the door and entered the kitchen, still grinning, Alaric following on behind.

“Father?”

No answer.

Soren glanced around the dimly lit room. His gaze fell upon his father’s pipe smouldering on the table.

A muffled thump echoed from elsewhere in the cottage.

Soren turned to Alaric, his grin fading. “Stay here.” He bolted across the kitchen and headed for his father’s chamber. He threw open the door.

Soren froze. There, sprawled across the floor, was his father—his limbs contorted at unnatural angles, his throat cut.

Crimson blood pooled by his father’s side, and his eyes stared vacantly.

“This is...this is...”

Alaric joined Soren’s side and stared. “By Creation—”

“What kind of monster—?”

“Shh.” Alaric gestured behind him and ducked. “Someone’s here.”

Soren’s heart thundered in his chest. He willed his body to respond, and he crouched, hearing light footsteps move through the house.

But he couldn’t stay down long. He rose to stand. “We need to know who did this.”

Alaric jerked him back. “Are you completely mad?”

Soren shrugged off Alaric’s hold. “Better mad than a coward.”

“Fine.” Alaric’s jaw clenched. “But if we die, I’m blaming you.”

Soren crept through the cottage, every creak of the floorboards seeming to echo off the walls.

“Damn, he didn’t even let him finish his pipe.” Alaric shook his head. “That’s just rude.”

Soren glowered at Alaric.

By the faint light of the moon, he caught a glimpse of someone retreating outside. A man in grey, his face twisted by a gnarled scar across his right eye.

The man vanished into the night.

Soren wanted to give chase. But all he could do was stand in place, paralysed by it all. He stood at the cottage door and looked out into the darkness. “I swear in the eyes of Creation...”

Alaric stood beside him, his expression grim. “What do you want to do?”

“Find him.” Soren took his time scanning for any signs of the killer. “And catch him.”

“And then what?”

“And then we bring him to justice.”

Alaric nodded. “What about...” He gestured behind him.

“I can’t think about that right now.”

As they stepped outside, Soren took a deep breath. “We need information. Someone must have seen this bastard skulking around.”
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Icy wind swept over Nebel Hafen’s docks, carrying the acrid scent of smoke and tar. Soren pulled his cloak tighter, though the lingering warmth of the day did little to soothe his churning thoughts. He sat with his legs dangling from the pier, Alaric at his side.

His father was dead, murdered in his own home. But who would do such a thing, and why?

Alaric cleared his throat. “I don’t know what to do now. With your father gone, I don’t have a master anymore.”

Soren turned to him, blinking as he drew his gaze away from the ever-shifting waves. “What will you do?” His voice sounded hollow in his ears. How could he care about things like apprenticeships when his father’s killer roamed free?

“I’m coming with you.” Alaric stared into the water, shaking his head. “I’m going to help you. We’re going to find the bastard who did this.”

“I can’t let you do that. This isn’t your fight.”

Alaric sniffed. “Not my fight? If someone killed Kurgan, wouldn’t that be your fight?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

Alaric met Soren’s gaze. “There’s no ‘maybe’ about it.”

“Perhaps you could find a new apprenticeship, a new master. Surely the company has other captains?”

“They’ve already taken in this year’s batch.”

“Alright. Something else, then. There must be something you can do. You can handle yourself. Why not become a fighter? I hear they make a pretty penny in Nordturm.”

“That dump?” Alaric licked his lips. “There’s nothing going on around here. At least if I’m helping you, I can do something worthwhile.”

They sat in silence, listening to waves lapping against the pier. The lighthouse’s beam cut through the darkness, sending ripples of white across the Braun Sea.

Alaric finally spoke. “Remember when we used to come here as kids? We’d race down here, and you’d always let me win.”

“I never let you win. You were just faster than me,” Soren said, snorting.

Alaric sighed, picking at a splinter on the weathered wood. “I suppose things will never be the same, huh?”

“Nothing lasts forever.”

“When we find this bloke, what’s the plan?” Alaric tossed the splinter into the inky depths.

Soren’s gaze fixed on the horizon. “I don’t know. We deliver him to the Magistrates, have him arrested.”

“And you think that’ll be enough?”

“It’s either that, or...” Soren rose to his feet.

Pinpricks of starlight glinted against the dark sky.

“Where are you going?”

“Home.”

Alaric stood. “You’re going back there?”

“I need to pack, and I need to sleep.”

“But—”

“But nothing. I need to do this...alone.”

Soren set off back along the pier.

Alaric raced after him. “Are you sure? You can stay at my place, if you want.”

“No.” Soren sighed. “It’s my home. I can handle it. Just come and meet me in the morning.”

“So long as you’re sure.”

“I am.” Soren stopped and turned, forcing a smile. “And thank you.”

––––––––
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Soren steeled himself as he stood at the door of his father’s cottage. He stared at the weathered pine, tracing the familiar knots and whorls.

He had to dig deep and find his courage. His father would expect nothing less.

His shaking hand hovered over the handle, his pulse thundering in his skull.

How could he face going back inside, knowing his father’s body lay sprawled on the floor?

He tried with everything he had to silence the doubts whispering in his mind.

There was no way he could sleep in this place. But where else could he go? Could he knock on Alaric’s door so soon after turning down his offer?

He clenched his fists to stop his fingers trembling and realised what he should do. He would go to Master Kurgan.

He turned from the cottage, grief weighing on his heart.

His mind seemed to float above his body as he set off along the familiar path to his master’s home.

He focused on the rhythm of his boots against the cobblestones, anything to keep his mind from drifting into the void.

How could his father be dead? It made no sense.

Was it random? Was it deliberate? He needed to know. But he was not sure he could face the answer.

As his pace quickened, he wondered whether Kurgan would even help him. And what would happen to his apprenticeship without his father paying Kurgan’s fee?

Master Kurgan’s house loomed ahead, a silhouette of harsh angles against the night.

Soren forced his legs to move, despite the knot in his gut.

As he reached his master’s door, Soren stopped and took a deep breath.

He knocked and waited.

Seconds trickled by, doubts gnawing at his resolve.

The door groaned open to reveal Master Kurgan wearing his nightclothes, with his bushy brow furrowed and his eyes illuminated by a single candle.

Soren swallowed hard against the lump in his throat. “Master Kurgan...” He tried again. “Master Kurgan, I need your help.”

Kurgan ushered Soren inside and through to a sitting room lit by a pair of hissing gaslights. He pointed to an armchair. “Sit.”

Soren obeyed, the plush velvet offering no comfort.

“What is it, boy?”

Soren wrung his hands, his throat dry as he struggled to find the words. “Something terrible has happened.”

Kurgan narrowed his eyes. “To my workshop—”

“No.” Soren looked up at Kurgan through stinging eyes. “My father...Someone...He’s been murdered.”

Kurgan paled and gripped the back of a chair. “By Creation.”

Silence hung between them for several heartbeats.

“I’ll make us some teas.”

A few minutes later, Kurgan returned with a pot and two cups. He poured the teas, adding lemon and honey, and pressed a cup into Soren’s trembling hands.

“Tell me everything.” Kurgan sat on the opposite chair, gazing over his cup.

Sipping the scalding tea, Soren struggled to form the words. “I found him lying in a pool of—” He choked as the images of his father’s body flooded his mind. “I need to find the man who did this.”

Kurgan gave a slow nod. “Of course. But first, where is your father’s, erm...where is he now?”

“At home.” Soren bit back a sob. “I can’t go back there.”

“Say no more. I’ll speak to his company and have his burial lantern arranged.”

Soren’s eyes widened. “The company...they own the cottage. They won’t let me stay there.”

“Then you’ll stay here.”

“You would do that for me?”

Kurgan dipped his head. “Of course.”

“Thank you.”

“Rest now. We’ll find answers come dawn.”

But Soren couldn’t rest. Not yet.

“Master Kurgan, I don’t know how to thank you for everything you’ve done. My mother’s death was hard enough, but losing my father like this...”

Kurgan placed a hand on Soren’s shoulder. “It’s never easy to lose those we love.”

“What will happen with my apprenticeship now my father can’t pay?”

“I took you on because I saw potential in you, not because of your father’s coin.”

Soren leant forward. “Does that mean—?”

“Yes, you can continue your apprenticeship.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

Kurgan waved a hand. “Now, let’s put these matters aside for tonight. I will prepare a bed for you, and tomorrow we’ll face whatever comes our way.”

––––––––
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Soren lay on the makeshift bed in Kurgan’s spare room, wrapped in a thin blanket. He tried to will his body to stop shuddering, but he could not get ahold of himself.

He couldn’t sleep, his thoughts haunted by the image of his dead father. Those lifeless eyes. That sprawled body.

The injustice of it all.

He pictured the murderer in his mind’s eye—dressed in grey, his eyes dark and unfeeling, with a gnarled scar that ran across his right eye.

If Soren were ever to commit such a crime, he would do a better job of covering his tracks. He would leave no trace of himself or the body. A bitter taste rose in his mouth as he cursed himself for such thoughts.

Tossing and turning, Soren grappled with the decision that weighed heavy on his mind.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

There would be no rest tonight.
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The first hints of sunlight crept into the room, casting long shadows on the crooked walls.

Soren stirred beneath his blankets, his mind struggling to make sense of his surroundings.

It didn’t take him long to realise the nightmare had not been a dream.

He eased out of the narrow bed, moving carefully so as not to disturb Kurgan. He dressed in silence, the cold floor biting at his feet, and slipped out of the house into the chill air.

Nebel Hafen was still half-asleep, the cobbled streets deserted and hushed, save for the gentle lapping of the Braun Sea against the harbour walls.

Soren’s breath misted as the rising sun dappled the sky in patches of pink and gold, softening the grey of the town.

It would be easier to stay with Kurgan, but he knew in his gut that he could not let this lie.

Yes, he’d have to abandon the life he had built, the dreams and the direction he’d followed since childhood. He’d fought so hard for it, and his father had come around to his decision to follow the artist’s path, even if that was with great reluctance.

But he could not stand idly by, knowing his father’s murderer walked free.

The scarred killer could be out there now, slaughtering more innocent victims and destroying families without care. How could he let him get away with it?

As Soren approached his father’s cottage, he paused. The turmoil in his chest threatened to overwhelm him.

As he stared at the threshold, something inside him solidified. He would not let his father’s murderer evade justice.

With a deep, steadying breath, he opened the door and stepped inside.

The faint hint of his father’s pipe lingered in the air, mingling with the scents of fish and wood smoke. Soren stood for a moment, taking it all in, memories ricocheting through his mind—his father’s laughter resonating through the walls, his mother humming as she cooked dinner.

But all that was gone.

He swallowed the lump in his throat and set to work, packing a bag with the few belongings he would need for the road.

As far as Soren could tell, nothing had been stolen. His father’s purse rested near the stove, brimming with coins.

Soren picked it up and it hung heavy in his hand. Whatever the killer had wanted, it wasn’t this.

His gaze fell upon a carved wooden wyvern perched on a high shelf—one of his earliest apprentice pieces. The scaly creature stood poised as if ready to take flight.

Soren glanced over to the door to his father’s room, knowing what lay beyond. For a moment, he considered taking one last glimpse, one last look to make sure the whole thing hadn’t been a dream, hadn’t been some elaborate prank.

But, of course, he knew the truth.

His father’s boning knife lay on the table, its honed edge glinting in the morning light.

Soren cursed under his breath, clenching his fists. He paced back and forth. He could never find peace if he remained in Nebel Hafen.

He grabbed the knife and sheathed it, then hoisted his pack onto his shoulders.

Without looking back, he stepped outside, the front door closing behind him.
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Kurgan emerged from his studio as Soren walked through the workshop.

“Ah, I’ve been looking for you. You weren’t there when I came to wake you.”

“Master Kurgan.” Soren raised his chin. “I have made a decision. I need to find the man who killed my father.”

Kurgan studied him for a long moment. “Very well. I feared this might happen, but I understand your need for justice. But don’t let it consume you, boy.”

“Consume me?” Soren scoffed. “How can I not be consumed by it?”

“You are grieving. You are angry. But this will pass.”

“I need to find him. I need to bring him to justice.”

“Make sure that is what drives you.”

Soren frowned. “What else would it be?”

“Vengeance is a fire that leaves only ashes in its wake. You must temper it with wisdom and caution if you are to find any true sense of justice.”

“I’m angry. But I know what I need to do.”

“Perhaps take a few more days. Your mind might change when your father’s lantern burns bright.”

“The more time I leave it, the less chance I have of finding him.”

“If you find him at all. Do you know who this man is? Do you know what he looks like or which way he went?” Kurgan shook his head. “I’m not sure how much of this you have thought through.”

“I know what he looks like, and I’ll find out where he went.”

“How?”

“I just will.”

“Always so impatient—”

“I need to do this.”

Kurgan breathed out a long sigh and gave a nod. “May Creation bless your travels.”

Soren bowed his head. “Thank you.”

“Your friend is here. And I’ll still be here when you come back.” Kurgan gestured to Alaric’s approach and retreated to his room.

“I figured you must be here,” Alaric said. “Are you ready?” He gripped the strap of his travel bag.

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” Soren gritted his teeth and scanned the workshop one last time, committing every detail to memory. Then he turned on his heels and slapped a hand on Alaric’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”
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As they walked through the narrow streets, Soren drew up a plan in his mind. “First stop, the market. We’ll need supplies.”

“Good idea. We should ask around, find out if anyone saw anything.”

As they reached the bustling marketplace, Soren wondered how many people here had known his father, how many would grieve for him and tend his lantern.

“Let’s split up.” Alaric pointed over to a stall selling fresh bread. “I’ll get the food and you grab whatever else we need. Meet back here when you’re done.”

“Sounds good to me.”

Soren stepped into the marketplace, the babble of voices and cries of gulls enveloping him as stallholders unfurled canopies and laid out their wares—ripe fruit and fresh catches packed in ice.

Soren’s attention turned inward as he weaved between merchants and shoppers.

Flickers of memory broke through the haze. Chasing Alaric between stalls while his father bartered. Dodging a bath after tumbling from the pier.

Soren’s hands clenched at his sides, his jaw tightening.

He navigated the marketplace by rote, exchanging nods and murmurs without fully registering them.

He drifted towards Brenn’s stall, halting before boards laden with the morning’s catch. The old fisherman arranged a batch of silvery herring and looked up, a smile creasing his leathery features. “Soren—”

The warmth slid from Brenn’s expression.

“You look like a storm’s brewing.”

Soren’s throat tightened. “My father...is dead. Murdered.”

Brenn steadied himself against the weathered countertop. “No...who would...how could this happen?”

Soren flared his nostrils. “I intend to find out. I came here hoping you might have seen something—a stranger in town yesterday evening?”

Brenn shook his head, his brow furrowing. “No, nothing comes to mind. Sorry, Soren. Just give me a moment. I can’t believe what you’re telling me.” He stopped. “But, revenge? Is that what you’re after? Would your father want that?” He looked Soren directly in the eyes. “Dark roads often lead to darker places, my boy.”

Soren held Brenn’s stare, refusing to look away. “This isn’t about vengeance.” His voice dropped. “It’s about justice.”

The image of his father’s body flashed in his mind. It took all Soren had to force the scene away, to drain the crimson to a grey fog. Brenn was speaking, and Soren shook his head in time to catch his final words.

“...know where I am if you need me.”

Soren managed a taut smile. “I’ll return when I’m able. Until then, may Creation grace your nets.”

Soren roamed the stalls, scanning the crowd, seeking anything out of place—anyone who didn’t belong.

A grunt and a thud broke his vigil, drawing his attention to a mountain of a man unloading cargo near an apple stand.

Soren altered his path, recognising his father’s friend. The dockworker mopped his brow with a grubby kerchief.

“Gorm.” Soren drew close. “Are you busy?”

Gorm lowered a crate to the ground, dusting his hands as he turned. “Yeah, what’s the matter?”

Soren braced himself, working to keep his voice steady. “My father was killed last night. Murdered at home.”

“By Creation.” Gorm squeezed the chalice charm around his neck and muttered something under his breath before gripping Soren’s shoulder. “Have they caught the bastard?”

Soren shook his head and took a step back. “Not yet. A stranger—with a long scar over his right eye.” He held Gorm’s stare. “I’m going to find him and bring him to justice.”

Gorm grimaced. “Brave lad. But chasing villains can be dangerous work.” He looked over his left shoulder and then his right before turning back to Soren. “Best leave it to the Magistrates. They’ll find him, I’m sure.”

“And what if they don’t? I found my father lying dead in his own blood. It’s not right. I’m not going to stand for it.”

Sighing, Gorm gripped Soren’s arm. “The living need you too. Honour your father at his lantern. That’s all you can do.”

Soren sniffed but didn’t argue the point. He knew what he needed to do.

“Kurgan keeping you on?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s a good man. He’ll see you right. Stay with him and learn your craft. That’s what your father would want.”

Gorm studied Soren before pulling him into a brusque embrace.

“Take care of yourself, lad.”

Soren blinked hard against threatening tears. He had to stay strong. He needed to focus. He could mourn later.

Turning away, Soren squared his shoulders and wandered the familiar market lanes.

As he passed a corner café, a voice called out. “Soren! Come, let me fix you a spot of tea.”

He turned to see Cara beckoning him over, her iron-grey hair escaping her bun as she set out crockery. Soren had known Cara since childhood. She had a bakery famed for its sweet honey cakes. But he had no appetite for such treats today. He tried to sidestep her, but she steered him towards a table laid with cups and saucers.

“What brings you out so early?” Cara filled a cup with fragrant tea before Soren had a chance to refuse. “I haven’t seen your father in an age. Send him my regards when next you see him.”

Soren grasped the proffered teacup, his throat tightening as the delicate porcelain threatened to crack beneath his grip. “I won’t be seeing him again, not in this world anyway. He...he was murdered last night.”

Cara blanched, spilling tea as she clasped her chest. “Murdered? Oh, you poor dear...” She covered Soren’s clenched fist with her hand. “Oh, child, I can’t believe it. Who could commit such evil?”

Soren kept his voice low and steady. “I don’t yet know his name, but I glimpsed his face. He had a long scar.” He swept his finger over his right eyebrow and held Cara’s gaze. “I swear, I won’t rest—”

Cara squeezed his hand. “I’m so very sorry for your loss, Soren. We will all mourn your father’s passing and ensure his lantern receives worthy tribute.”

The mourning rites. Could he really face them? He’d been breathing through it, but he didn’t know how much longer he could hold himself together. A wave of pain lanced through his chest.

Clenching his teeth, he breathed slowly through his nose, pushing down the grief, burying it deep. He puffed out his cheeks and exhaled slowly.

“There’s no shame in tears, or in taking time to honour those who lie with Creation. We each must grapple with sorrow in our own way, but know you don’t have to carry this burden alone.”

“I can’t simply stand at my father’s lantern...while his murderer disappears who knows where and gets away with it.”

Cara pressed her lips together. “Slow down, Soren. You are not alone. I can see you are determined, and you must do as you will. But remember that comfort may be found, even on the darkest road. Your father’s spirit watches over you still.”

Rising abruptly, Soren cleared his throat. “Thank you for your kindness, Cara. I should go. Alaric will be waiting for me.”

Leaving Cara behind, Soren strode through the marketplace with his jaw set. He made for a trader renowned for his rugged travel gear.

At the tucked-away stall, Soren scanned oiled leather packs, durable cloaks, and well-crafted boots.

Soren’s fingertips traced over the items as he considered whether they’d be useful in the days to come.

The trader looked up from an array of compasses and folding knives. “Ah, young master Soren. That old rucksack of yours has seen better days. Taking a trip?”

Soren met the man’s gaze. “A long one.” He set his old bag down and hefted two of the trader’s packs, judging their capacity. “I’ll be needing something sturdy.”

The trader nodded, gesturing Soren towards an open backpack of toughened lambskin. “That one’s seen a sight more life than the others. Well-oiled buckles and reinforced stitching at every stress point. It’ll last you a lifetime, if properly cared for.”

Satisfied with the pack’s quality, Soren moved on to select a woollen cloak, gloves, and a pair of boots. He requested basic medical supplies, secured a full water skin, and paid for all his purchases. He stuffed his old bag and its contents inside his new one, laying his newly-bought essentials at the top of his pack.

He donned the new cloak and stooped to tighten his boot straps, resolve steeling him against sentiment.

“Can you make use of these?” he asked the trader, gesturing towards the old boots he’d kicked off next to the stall.

The trader nodded as Soren straightened himself up and shouldered his pack.

Spying Alaric waiting beneath a chestnut tree, Soren navigated through the ever-growing throng. He breathed in the familiar aromas of spiced loaves and roasting vegetables, the scent conjuring up memories of all the times he’d followed his father through this same market, his small hand nestled within his father’s comforting grasp as they’d hurried home, back to his mother. He forced the recollection away.

As he neared Alaric, Soren called out to him. “You got everything?”

Alaric nodded. “Yeah. All set. Find anything useful?”

Soren came and stood at his side. “Just people trying to talk me out of it...”

“Right.”

“You?”

Alaric straightened. “I may have picked up the trail. I’ve had it from Old Maron that a trader spotted a scar-faced stranger heading south at dawn. Moving quick, apparently.”

“Think it’s our man?”

“Could be.”

Soren gazed at the long, straight road stretching into the distance. “You ready?”

Alaric nodded. “Yeah.”

“Then let’s find this bastard.”
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The Kusten Road stretched out before them, its smooth surface cutting a straight path through the relentless terrain, the morning sun casting long shadows across the landscape.

As Soren and Alaric trudged along, distant calls of ravens squawked through the ash trees.

Alaric eyed Soren for several seconds and gestured towards the road ahead. “We’ll find him, you know?”

Soren’s brow furrowed. “But what if Kurgan’s right?” His voice wavered and he cleared his throat. “We don’t know where he’s heading or what he really looks like.”

“You know he’s got that scar and wears grey.”

Soren sniffed. “He could change his clothes. He could wear a mask. He could have hopped on a balloon to Creation knows where, and he might not even be in Wiete anymore.”

“Then we’ll ask at the next balloon port if anyone’s seen a bloke with a scar who may or may not be wearing a mask.” Alaric stopped in his tracks, his gaze sweeping back towards Nebel Hafen. “If you want to go back, we can go back. But I don’t want to hear you griping about it if we do. We either stick to the plan and stop complaining, or we go home.”

Soren’s eyes pricked with unshed tears. “Why are you being so harsh, Alaric? I don’t have a home. My family’s dead. The cottage I grew up in will go back to the company.” He looked down at his hands. “I wouldn’t exactly call Kurgan’s spare room ‘home.’”

“It’s crap. But what can you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe not. But you need to make a decision and stick to it. Do you want us to find this bloke or not?”

“Of course I do.”

“Good. We’ll make that bastard pay.”

“Or die trying, right?” Soren attempted a shaky smile, the ghost of a laugh escaping his lips.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

As they continued along the Kusten Road, Soren’s footsteps echoed through the trees and Alaric matched his stride. The scent of decomposing leaves and pine intruded on the usual smells wafting in from the Braun Sea. Hundreds of gnarled pine trees lined the road to Soren’s right, their interwoven branches forming a suffocating canopy that blocked out the sky.

“You remember that time we found that stray near the docks?”

Soren’s lips twitched in the hint of a smile. “I pleaded for weeks to keep it.”

“And even after your parents said no, you still sneaked it into your room every night.”

Soren laughed for a moment, then his smile dropped. His poor father. He did not deserve that fate. Soren shook himself and glanced over his shoulder. “You know, I’ve never been this far from Nebel Hafen.”

“I’ve sailed all around Wiete, but we never really ventured beyond the ports.”

A low murmur pricked Soren’s ears. He froze, his hand raised, ordering Alaric to stop. He held his breath, his ears straining against the silence, one hand hovering over the hilt of his father’s knife.

Yet only the soft babble of a nearby stream greeted him. His body relaxed. “It’s only water.”

A raven cawed through the trees, causing Alaric to start.

The pair looked at each other and laughed.

Soren shook his head. “Look at us. Jumping at birds and streams.”

“You jumped more than me.”

“I don’t think so. If you jumped any higher, you would be up in the trees.”

Alaric grinned. “Yeah? Well, I’m not the one who needs a change of underwear.”

A dip in the road revealed a stone bridge over the stream, and Soren and Alaric made their way across.

When they reached the opposite bank, two men emerged from the shadows, blocking their path. The leader, a bulky man with purple-rimmed eyes, sneered at them. “Well, well, well. Look what we have here. Two lost lambs, ripe for the taking.”

“Damn plez-heads.” Alaric puffed out his chest and fixed his gaze on the pair. “Move aside. We don’t want any trouble.”

“Trouble?” The burly man’s mouth twisted into a wolfish grin. “We’re just looking for a toll, is all. Everything comes with a price out here.”

Soren’s eyes narrowed. “Over my dead body.”

“Your choice.”

The burly man drew a rusty knife from his belt, his companion following suit.

Soren hadn’t been in a fight since he was a boy, and he’d never faced armed assailants. His racing heart spurred him into action as the burly man swung at him, the blade whistling through the air.

Soren dodged, and his mind raced, searching for an escape, an opening, his eyes darting between the two attackers.

He lunged forward, aiming a wild, desperate punch at the burly man’s gut. The impact reverberated through his arm with a satisfying thud, but the attacker barely flinched.

The burly man struck again with a vicious slash.

Soren ducked, almost losing his footing as he stumbled back onto the bridge.

His fists flailed wildly, his untrained attacks clumsy.

Along the road, Alaric fought with ferocity, parrying blows with his knife before delivering a swift kick to his attacker’s knee, sending him sprawling.

Soren darted forward, grabbing the burly man’s arm and wrenching it behind his back.

The man’s howl echoed through the trees as he dropped his knife into the stream below.

Soren stomped on the man’s fingers before delivering a kick to his jaw. The sickening crack of his head connecting with a bridge post reverberated through the air before he crumpled to the ground.

He glanced over to Alaric, who grappled with the other man, their knives locked in a deadly embrace.

Soren leapt into the fray, his attacks uncoordinated but landing with surprising force, his fists battering the attacker’s face and neck.

With a sharp uppercut, Alaric disarmed the second man, sending the knife flying out of reach. The attacker stumbled backwards, his hands raised in surrender, blood streaming down his face.

Soren spun as the burly man stirred behind him.

Alaric roared and charged forward, his knee slamming against the burly man’s face, sending him back to the ground.

Soren jogged over to Alaric, now almost breathless from his efforts. “Are you alright?”

Alaric spat on the ground and nodded. “Fine. You?”

Soren gave a quick nod. “We should go before they regroup.”

“Yeah.” Alaric patted Soren’s back. “Let’s go.”
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The sun sank below the horizon, its dying rays casting a dull glow over the landscape. Blisters formed on the soles of Soren’s feet, his knees and thighs aching from the miles they had walked.

Alaric’s breath fogged in the frigid air. “I miss the smell of the bakery.”

Soren managed a small smile. He clenched his fists, feeling the handle of his father’s knife against his palm. “We need more information. The idea of being on this road for much longer...”

Alaric nodded. “We should talk to people. You never know what we might find out.”

“What? Like those bandits?”

Alaric shrugged. “Might not have hurt. Fancy going back and asking?”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Obviously. You think those plez-heads would even remember what happened?”

“I don’t know.” Soren turned to Alaric and sighed.

“We did what we had to. Those blokes had it coming.” Alaric gestured to Soren’s knife. “Why didn’t you use that thing?”

Soren swallowed hard. “I didn’t think to.”

“You need to. You had a weapon and you didn’t use it. Do you know how stupid that is?”

Soren shrugged one shoulder. “But then I might have killed him. I’d be no better than...I’d be no better than—”

“That’s not true.” Alaric shook his head. “We could have died back there, but we didn’t. We stood up for ourselves, and we fought. And luckily for us, they were on plez, so their reactions weren’t exactly the best. Next time, we might not be so lucky.”

“I suppose.”

“There’s no ‘suppose’ about it. They were after our coin and would have probably killed us anyway when we handed it over. You’re not going to find justice skint and dead in a stream.”

“I know. It’s just...”

Alaric squeezed his shoulder. “I get it. We just need to think smart and be ready for anything. We don’t know what it’s like out here. There could be more bandits in those trees.”

Soren stiffened and studied the woodland. “You think there are more of them?”

“Maybe.” Alaric shrugged. “The point is, we don’t know.”

Soren glanced back along the road. “I’m not sure about this.”

“What? You want to turn back.”

“I don’t know. Maybe we’ve made a mistake.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“You think we have?”

“Who could say? If you want to give up now, I’m with you. If you want to find that bloke, then we need to carry on.”

Soren bit down on his bottom lip and glanced up at the sky. “I don’t know...I thought I knew. Maybe Kurgan’s right. Maybe I should tend father’s lantern. Let the Magistrates do their job.”

“Yeah. You could do that.”

“But, then, they might not find him.”

Alaric nodded. “Yep. So, what’s it to be? Because I don’t know about you, but standing around here isn’t my idea of a good time.”

“What should we do?”

“We’ll find an inn. We’ll sleep on it. How does that sound?”

Soren forced a smile. “Sounds good.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Let’s find somewhere to sleep.”

“And eat. I swear to Creation that if I get any hungrier, my stomach’s going to wander off on its own. Come on.”

Soren followed him and trudged further along the road in silence, all the while listening out for movement in the trees.

As they crested a hill, the glow of an inn spilled out into the encroaching night. Smoke rose from its chimney, its thatched roof sagging under its weight.

Soren and Alaric approached, the crunch of gravel loud beneath their feet as they stepped off the Kusten Road.

They opened the main door and looked in. Firelight cast dancing shadows across the tavern, the air thick with smoke and stale ale. Raucous laughter and clinking tankards echoed around the room.

Soren and Alaric weaved through the crowd, scanning for danger, searching for signs of the scarred killer.

A barman, grizzled and old, eyed them warily. “What can I do for you?”

“Two ales, please.” Alaric slapped coins on the bar. “And we’ll need a room for the night.”

The barman grunted, filled two tankards, and slid them over. “You’re in room six.”

Soren reached for his tankard and smiled at the barman. “Have you seen a man in grey come in here? He has a scar across his right eye.”

The barman rubbed his chin. “A lot of people wear grey. But a scarred bloke? Yeah. There was one like that in here. Headed south, by the look of it. What of it?”

Soren and Alaric exchanged a glance.

“You don’t want to be messing with his sort.”

“What sort?”

“Are you kidding me? The assassins’ guild. You two lads are as green as they come.”

“Assassins?” Soren’s eyes grew wide. “Where would I find this guild, then?”

The man shrugged. “So you want to find assassins?” He smirked and rubbed his chin. “Rather you than me. Anyway, I don’t know. But they’re everywhere.” He paused. “Be careful who you’re asking.”

“Thanks.”

The barman shook his head. “Be careful, lads. Don’t be bringing trouble in here.”

“We won’t. Thank you.” Soren grabbed his ale and followed Alaric to a table.

He put his drink down next to Alaric’s, took a seat, and leant close. “Did you hear what he said?”

“I heard.”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s right. But then again, he could be messing with us.”

Soren glanced over his shoulder to the barman. “You think he’d lie?”

“Why not? Maybe he knows the bloke. Maybe he just likes telling tales.”

“I don’t know. He seemed honest.”

Alaric barked out a laugh. “Honest? An innkeeper honest?”

“What?”

“I knew you were naïve, but he’s out to make a coin.”

“He could be honest.”

Alaric sipped his ale. “He could. And I could be a sword dancer. But I’m not...” He placed his cup down. “But if it is an assassin, that might change things.”

“How?”

“Well, think about it. If the bloke’s an assassin, you can pretty much guarantee he’s done this before.”

Soren shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense. ‘Assassin’ implies someone hired him. Who would want my father killed?”

“Maybe he got the wrong bloke.”

“I don’t know. But, regardless, we’re out of our depth. We can’t take on a trained killer.”

“There’s two of us and one of him. Strength in numbers and all that.”

Soren stared into the fireplace. “This was all a bad idea.” He took a long swig of his ale. “We should stay the night, then head back first thing.”

“Maybe.” Alaric cleared his throat. “Let’s ask around. See if we can find out anything about our scarred friend and make a decision in the morning.”

Soren let out a long sigh. “Agreed.”

As the night wore on and the ale warmed them up, they chatted with the regulars, attempting to gather whispers and rumours from anyone who would talk, but they heard nothing of use.

They made their way up creaking stairs to a small room containing two narrow beds and a dying fire.

Soren sank onto the edge of his bed with a heavy sigh, wrestling with the ache in his chest. “This whole evening was a waste of time.”

Alaric sat across from him, the bedframe groaning under his weight. “Not completely. We know he was here. We’re on the right path.”

“If that barkeep’s right about the assassins’ guild, though. I don’t know...” Soren stared into the dying embers. “It just doesn’t make sense. Why would anyone want to kill a fisherman?”

Alaric shuffled into his blankets. “You’re right. It doesn’t make sense. But still...what if that’s exactly what’s happened?”

“Then I will have to figure out a way to deal with it.” Soren rocked back and forth. “I think we need to carry on. I need to know.”

“Yeah?”

Soren nodded. “I think so.” He blinked up at the ceiling. “Oh, I don’t know. Part of me just wants to go back and rebuild my life. But if I do that, I know I’ll always wonder.” He met Alaric’s eyes. “I don’t think I can live with that. This is just too big. I can’t let it go. He was my father.”

“I get it.”

“At least if I try, then I know I’ve tried. But walking away now...I can’t do it.”

“And I’ll be with you every step of the way. Remember, you’re not alone. I want to bring this bloke to justice as much as you do.”

Soren managed a small smile as he stripped off his boots and cloak, his limbs heavy with exhaustion. He lay down. “Thanks, Alaric. You’re a true friend.”

“Don’t worry. I’m banking this for when I need help chasing down a killer.”
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Grey light filtered through the room’s sole window as Soren stirred. The faint hint of bacon sent rumbles through his stomach. He turned to Alaric, who sat up in bed, and shifted free of the scratchy blanket. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Not much.” Alaric sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Let’s just say I’ve been in comfier beds.”

“I didn’t sleep a wink.” Soren rose and started to dress. “I still can’t get my head around why an assassin would kill a fisherman.”

“Assassins kill who they’re hired to kill. The real question is who would hire one? Assassins don’t work for free.”

“And aren’t they expensive?”

“I’ve never tried to find out. But, yeah, they will be.”

“He’s a fisherman. What’s the point in killing a fisherman? It doesn’t make sense.” Soren dragged on his boots and began to pace. “Was he into something I didn’t know about?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Smuggling?”

“Smuggling? This is your father we’re talking about.”

“Did he ever refuse to smuggle? Maybe that’s it. Someone asked him to do something he didn’t want to...or maybe he saw something he shouldn’t have.”

“Maybe.”

“That must be it. Maybe he saw the assassin kill someone important...”

“Maybe.”

Soren stopped pacing. “Do you think that’s it? Maybe the assassin wasn’t hired to kill my father, but he witnessed something he shouldn’t have. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Maybe.”

Soren glared at Alaric, a deep pulse booming in his ears. “Maybe? Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“This is all speculation. We don’t know anything.” Alaric leant forward, his fingers steepled. “All I know is that your father wasn’t a threat to anyone. I can’t see anyone hiring an assassin to kill him. That would suggest someone with a lot of money.”

“You ever see him get into arguments?”

“Not really. People liked him. He sometimes gave me crap if I wasn’t pulling my weight, but he was fair. He was fair to me, and as far as I could see, he was fair to everyone.”

“Someone wanted him dead.” Soren gritted his teeth. “None of this makes sense.” He turned back to Alaric, exhaling slowly. “You need to think. You must have seen something, anything.”

Alaric sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Honestly...” He looked down at his hands. “I’ve got nothing.”

“There’s got to be something. Why didn’t you see anything?”

“Why would I?”

“Because you saw him every day.”

“So did you.”

Soren pursed his lips and nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just—”

“We’ll get the answers. But we need to stay focused on finding the bloke who did this.”

“This is a waste of time, isn’t it?”

“No. Not at all. We’re on his trail. Let’s not get distracted.”

Soren sighed. “Justice seems a distant hope right now.”

“We can do this. We’ll find him and we’ll get answers. I swear it in the eyes of Creation.”

“You can’t swear that. You don’t know.”

“I do know. We’ll find him.” Alaric held Soren’s gaze as he pulled on his boots. “We know he came this way. We know he’s headed south. We’re going to find him.”

Soren took a breath and nodded. “You’re right. We’re on the right path. We can find him. We can do this.”

Alaric rubbed his hands together. “Good. Now let’s grab some breakfast. The smell of that bacon is driving me crazy.”
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Lightning cracked across the night sky, briefly illuminating the Kusten Road. Soren trudged through the churning puddles, his boots squelching with every step. His fingers tightened around the hilt of his father’s knife, his knuckles turning pale.

Alaric let out a weary sigh. “My legs are bloody killing me. And this damn rain keeps finding its way down my back.”

Soren grunted in response, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. His chest tightened with frustration. After a day on the road, he wanted nothing more than to turn back and warm himself in front of a fire. “This is a fool’s errand.”

“Perfect for us, then.” Alaric grinned. “Keep going, Soren. We’re bound to find an inn soon. We’ll warm our feet by the fire and fill our bellies.”

Soren loosened his grip on his father’s knife.

After another mile or so, the port town of Hafendorf appeared beyond. Even from a distance, it was clear the town teemed with life. Hundreds of buildings clustered around a massive harbour, its two sides connected by an ancient bridge, formed—Soren had been told—from what some believed was a giant leviathan’s spine. Steamships and sailing vessels alike floated in the churning sea.

Gas lamps hissed as they turned off the Kusten Road onto cobbled streets illuminated with a flickering glow.

The town seemed larger and busier than Nebel Hafen, the tangle of streets and alleyways sprawling in all directions towards the harbour. Decaying buildings stood in cramped rows. Beggars crouched in doorways while drunk sailors and prostitutes wandered the streets. Rats scurried through the refuse, and seagulls shrieked overhead.

Alaric eyed their surroundings warily. “Best keep to the middle of the street. No telling what’s lurking in those shadows.”

Soren nodded, his hand drifting back to his father’s knife.

The stench of filth assaulted his senses. His boots crunched on the litter and detritus coating the road.

Soren glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe this is a bad idea. I can’t see an assassin staying in a place like this.”

Alaric snorted. “Where would you expect them to be?”

“I don’t know. I always pictured assassins...I don’t know...as something else. If they’ve got enough coin, why would they lay their head somewhere like this?”

Alaric frowned at a scrawny cat scratching at something in the gutter. “I bet he’s here. And if he’s not, I bet someone at least knows something.”

“And how do you propose we get people to talk? You heard what that barkeep said.”

Alaric grinned. “Leave that to me. I’ll have the rats squealing before the night’s done.” He held his hand open and glanced at the sky. “And at least the rain’s stopped. Things are looking up.”

Hafendorf’s port came into view. The salty sea breeze that ruffled Soren’s hair carried the scent of fish and seaweed. His eyes darted from face to face in the crowd, hoping to catch sight of the scarred assassin.

As Soren approached the ancient bridge, a merchant selling roasted chestnuts caught his attention. Soren purchased a handful and gave half to Alaric, the warmth of the nuts heating his palms as he slipped them into his pocket.

He tossed a chestnut into his mouth, relishing the heat that spread through him.

As Soren reached the far side of the bone bridge, his eyes narrowed, scrutinising each shadowed alcove and alleyway.

Alaric fell into step beside him. “We should split up. Ask around.”

“Good idea. You take the inns, I’ll check the pubs. We’ll meet back here in an hour.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Alaric offered him a smile. “Just try not to make too many enemies along the way.”

“Enemies?” Soren cocked an eyebrow. “I never make enemies.”

“Right.” Alaric sighed, shaking his head. “Just be careful. Keep your wits about you and your purse hidden.”

“Always do.”
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Soren had spent the last hour questioning seedy tavern patrons and barmaids, to no avail. Perhaps people were afraid to talk, or perhaps they were hiding something. More likely, they just didn’t care.

He strode up to Alaric and forced a smile. “Any luck?”

Alaric nodded and looked over the side of the bone bridge. “I might have a lead.”

“What is it?”

“Turns out our friend’s been staying at the Black Anchor. Still there, apparently.”

Soren’s eyes widened. “How in Creation’s name did you find that out? Actually, forget it. Don’t tell me. Let’s just get there.”

“Settle down. We need to do this right.”

“I know. We will.”

“We need to be subtle. We can’t just barge in there and drag him to the Magistrates. We need to know we’ve got the right bloke.”

Soren nodded. “I know.”

As they made their way to the Black Anchor, Alaric filled Soren in on his tactics for getting people to talk. The streets grew darker and narrower, the stench of rotting fish hanging thick in the air. Harsh laughter and drunken brawls echoed from every corner.

“Remember”—Alaric leant in close as they approached the inn—”we’re just here for information. Don’t let your anger get the better of you.”

“I won’t.” Soren clenched his fists so hard his nails bit into his skin.

The front door groaned as they entered, the patrons barely paying them a glance.

Soren scanned the room, searching for the face that haunted his dreams. “See anything?”

“Over there.” Alaric nodded towards a corner booth where a hooded figure sat alone, nursing a tankard of ale. “Matches the description.”

Soren’s breath caught in his throat as he focused on the figure, his mind racing. But he forced himself to stay calm, forced himself not to stare at the assassin. “It could be him.”

“Let’s get a drink and see what we can find out.”

Soren couldn’t help but glance back at the hooded figure. It had to be him. “What should we do?”

“We can’t just waltz up to him like we’re old friends.”

“I know.”

“We watch and wait.”

Alaric steered Soren to the bar and ordered drinks.

“Let’s see if anyone speaks to him, then follow them when they leave.”

“Better than nothing, I guess.”

With a forced grin, Soren accepted a tankard from the barkeep. He let the bitter liquid burn his throat, his gaze never leaving the assassin’s hunched form.

“Remember, if anything goes wrong, you run. Got it?”

“Run?” Soren scoffed. “You must be joking.”

“Sometimes running is the smartest move.”

“How so?”

“Keep yourself safe. You can’t bring him down if you’re dead. Now let’s see what our friend gets up to.”

Soren’s eyes flicked to a nearby serving girl, her wan face betraying the weight of countless empty tankards.

Soren rose and intercepted the girl before she could disappear into the kitchen. He offered her his best smile. “Excuse me. Could you tell us which room the gentleman over there is staying in?”

The serving girl hesitated. “Can’t say I know.” She attempted to sidestep him. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

“Of course.” Soren stepped aside and smiled again. “But perhaps this might jog your memory?” He slipped a ten-krone coin into her palm.

She eyed the coin for a moment before slipping it into her shirt. “Room three, upstairs. But he’s only here for the night. And I never said nothing.”

“Thank you.” Soren turned to Alaric. “Let’s get a room.”
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“Alright.” Alaric locked the door and turned to Soren. “So, we know he’s staying. What’s the plan?”

“He needs to pay for what he did.”

“Agreed.” Alaric sat on the edge of his bed. “But that’s not a plan.”

Soren huffed out a breath. “I want him arrested, not killed. He needs to face the consequences of his actions.”

“We’ll find a way to subdue him, then turn him over to the Magistrates.”

“That’s stupid...”

“It’s not stupid. We get a sack. We rough him up a bit, and we take him down.”

“He’s an assassin. Don’t you think he’ll be able to handle himself?”

Alaric shrugged. “Maybe.”

“There’s no ‘maybe’ about it. We’ll summon the Magistrates first thing in the morning.”

Alaric gave him the thumbs up. “Fair point. That’s probably better than my idea.”

“It is.”
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The next morning, Soren strode into the heart of town, his eyes scanning the dreary surroundings. The sky loomed low and grey above the narrow streets, and the stench of refuse and sewage cloyed in the back of Soren’s throat.

“Excuse me.” He smiled at a man hunched over a wooden cane. “I’m looking for the Magistrates.”

The man eyed him suspiciously. “What business you got with those masked pricks?”

“Justice.”

The old man cackled. “Good luck with that, lad. The law don’t care much for the likes of us.”

“Is there anyone in this town who can help me?”

“Maybe.” The man rubbed a thumb and forefinger together. “For a price.”

Soren clenched his fists, biting back a retort. Taking a deep breath, he fished out a one-krone coin and pressed it into the old man’s hand. “Where can I find the Magistrates?”

“Two streets down, on the left. Big stone building with a gargoyle out front.” The old man pocketed the coin with a grin and chuckled. “But don’t expect much help. The law ain’t what it used to be.”

Soren marched towards the Magistrates’ building, grit and grime crunching under his boots. As he approached the door, a bulky guard blocked his path. “State your business.”

“Justice.”

The guard folded his arms and didn’t move. “You’ll need to give me more than that.”

Soren nodded. “I’m here to report a murder. We have the killer—”

“You got coin?”

“Oh.” Soren drew out a one-krone coin and handed it to the guard.

“Best make that a ten.”

“Fine.” Soren tossed him a ten-krone coin. “Can I please see the Magistrate?”

The guard grunted and stepped aside.

Soren followed a corridor to a dimly lit office, the stench of old parchment and stale air assaulting his nostrils as he entered.

A figure wearing a black mask and a red sash sat behind a large desk.

The masked man looked up from a pile of documents, his eyes narrowing as he studied Soren. “Speak.”

“Erm...my father was murdered. I seek justice for his death. Are you a Magistrate?”

“I am.” The Magistrate leant back in his chair, his fingers drumming against the desk. “And why do you think I can help you?”

“Because it’s your duty. I’m here to seek justice.”

“Sometimes, seeking justice only breeds more violence.”

Soren’s mouth dropped open. “What? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The Magistrate opened his palms and shrugged.

Soren shook his head. “How do you sleep at night? My father deserves justice, and his killer is right here in Hafendorf.”

The Magistrate paused. “Well, you’ve got plenty to say for yourself. And whom do you accuse?”

“I don’t know his name. But he’s staying at the Black Anchor. He has a scar along his right eye, and he’s a member of the assassins’ guild.”

“Then I cannot help you.”

“But he’s a murderer.”

“If this is guild business, the forces at play are beyond my control.”

“Then who can help me?”

The Magistrate shook his head. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do.”

“What?”

“Leave this place. Return to your life. The answers you seek will only lead to more pain.”

Heat rose up Soren’s neck, and the urge struck him to tear off the man’s mask and slam his face down on the desk. “Some Magistrate you are.”

“Let me tell you about the assassins’ guild.” The Magistrate took in a deep breath. “They control this town. Their reach is everywhere, and they hold power over even those who should enforce the law.” The Magistrate’s gaze met Soren’s, his eyes filled with resignation. “If I were to attempt an arrest, the guild would have me killed.”

Soren stared at the floor, his mind racing. “So there’s no hope? No one can touch them?”

“Hope is a fragile thing, easily crushed under the weight of reality.”

“You’re full of wise words, aren’t you?” Soren furrowed his brow. “Rest assured, I will find a way to make the assassins’ guild pay for what they’ve done.”

“Careful, lad. You’re treading dangerous waters now.”

“So, you really mean to tell me that you will do nothing?”

“My hands are tied.”

“Then untie them.” Soren slammed his fist on the Magistrate’s desk.

“Would you like me to call the guards?”

“My father was slaughtered, and all you can say is there’s nothing you can do?”

“Believe me, I understand your pain. But I will not sign my own death warrant.”

“Some Magistrate you are, if you can’t protect the innocent from being butchered.”

“You’re not from Hafendorf, are you?”

“Nebel Hafen.”

“Then you don’t understand.”

“Understand what? That you let killers roam the streets?”

The Magistrate sighed. “So long as we don’t interfere with guild business, the citizens of this town can live relatively peaceful lives.”

“Relatively peaceful? Tell that to my father.”

“Enough!” The Magistrate pointed at him. “I sympathise with your loss, but there is nothing more I can do for you. You’ve heard the truth about the guild, and now you must move on.”

“Move on?” Soren’s voice shook. “No, that’s never going to happen. If you won’t help me, then I’ll find someone who will.”

“Stubborn fool. There is no one.”

Soren clenched his fists, the skin stretching taut over his knuckles. He fixed the Magistrate with a steely gaze. “I won’t rest, I can tell you that for certain.”

“Well, good luck to you.”

“Coward. Thanks for nothing.” Soren turned and left the office, his mind reeling.

He staggered outside, unable to comprehend what had just happened? How in the void was he supposed to find justice if the law turned a blind eye?

He started at the sight of Alaric leaning back against the wall.

“How did it go?”

“Bad.”

“How bad?”

Soren shrugged a shoulder. “He refuses to help. Says he wouldn’t interfere with assassins’ guild business.”

“You can’t be serious.” Alaric glanced at the Magistrates’ building and shook his head. “That’s...that’s messed up. I’m so sorry.”

“Yup.” Soren’s jaw tightened and he patted his knife. “If the Magistrates won’t help, I’ll have to deal with this myself.”

“Hang on.” Alaric waved his hands. “Look, I understand you’re angry, but you can’t just charge into this. This is an assassin we’re talking about, a trained killer.”

“I know what he is.”

“And then there’s that guild to consider.”

“I know. But what am I supposed to do?”

“Before anything else, we need to think this through.”

Soren took a deep, shuddering breath. “What do you suggest, then?”

“Let’s head back to the Anchor for now. We’ll regroup. You’re not on your own with this. We’ll find a way to bring him down, I promise. But we can’t do it if you’re running on rage.”

“Alright. But we’ll get our justice.” Soren glowered at the Magistrates’ building, his lip curling. “One way or another.”

A wry smile tugged the corners of Alaric’s lips. “Damn right, it will.” He clapped a hand on Soren’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”
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Soren slammed the door behind him as he and Alaric entered their room at the Black Anchor. The narrow window allowed a weak sliver of light to find its way inside, casting shadows on the grimy walls.

Soren’s heart pounded. Heat rose up his neck and back as he paced back and forth. “Damn them. Damn them all the void. Talk about justice...justice. Justice is a lie. It’s all a lie. I should go back to the Magistrate. I should ring his neck. Show him what justice means.”

Alaric leant against the wall, his arms crossed. “You need to calm down.”

“Easy for you to say.” Soren clenched his fists tight.

“Remember what this is about.”

“Of course I remember. My father is dead, and his killer is allowed to run free without any consequences.”

“Maybe sit down, or something. Take a breath.”

Soren glared at Alaric. “And that will make everything alright, will it?”

“No, of course it won’t—”

“I tried to do it the right way. I went to the Magistrate. But would he perform his duty? Would he do the right thing? No. They’re cowards. They’re all cowards.”

“Soren. Please. This is anger—”

Soren whirled on Alaric. “Wouldn’t you be angry?”

“I’m with you, Sor—”

“You’d be angry if you tried to do the right thing and realised the Magistrate’s a bloody joke.” He jabbed his finger at Alaric. “You’d be angry if some assassins’ guild tore your family apart. And that assassin...you’d want him to pay, wouldn’t you? Don’t tell me you wouldn’t.”

“I don’t know why you think you’re alone in this. I know you’re hurting, Soren. I know he wasn’t my father, but he was a good man to me too.” Alaric spoke in a gentle tone, his hands raised. “But revenge won’t make this right. Revenge won’t bring your father back.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?”

“I know.”

“But it might give me...something.” His vision blurred with tears. “I should have been there to protect him. If I was there, things would have turned out different. But now he’s gone, and it’s my fault.”

“Hey.” Alaric grabbed Soren’s shoulders and fixed his gaze. “How can it be your fault? You didn’t kill him. You can’t blame yourself for any of this. What happened was beyond your control. Listen to me. You’re not to blame. This isn’t your doing.”

“But if I was there...”

“If you were there, you might be dead too. What happened was out of your hands.”

Soren stared into his friend’s eyes.

Alaric released his grip and stepped back. “But what you do next, well, that is in your hands, isn’t it?”

“Maybe.” Soren swallowed hard. “But it still doesn’t change the fact that I want to make him pay for what he did. I want that man and the whole bloody guild to feel like they’ve made me feel. You can’t go around doing things like that and expect to get away with it. They need to know. It’s not right.”

Alaric let out a long sigh. “Look, I know you’re struggling right now. But we need to be smart about this.”

“So you’ve said before. But if going to the Magistrates wasn’t the smart move, then what is?” He sniffed. “Justice.” The word was bitter on his tongue. “Is that even possible anymore?”

“Maybe not.” Alaric shrugged. “But our immediate concern is to make sure anger doesn’t consume you.”

Soren stopped pacing and stared into the shadows that lurked in the corners of the room, contemplating his next move. “Fine. So are you going to help me with that?”

“Yeah.” Alaric gave him a firm pat on the back. “Let’s see if we can channel that anger of yours into something you can use.”

Soren frowned. “Like what?”

“Let’s work on your fighting skills. You’ll need them if you’re going to bring that bastard down.”

Soren hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “I’m ready.”

“Alright.” Alaric clapped his hands together. “Wipe your eyes and let’s start with some stretches. We don’t want you pulling a muscle before we even get started.”

“Very funny. I don’t think you realise I’ve got some strength in these arms of mine. I lug marble about all day, don’t forget.” Soren followed Alaric’s lead, stretching his arms above his head and feeling the pull in his shoulders.

“Good. Now let’s move on to your legs. You’ll need them for balance. I think you’ll have to accept I’ve got one up on you on that score.”

Soren rolled his eyes. “Obviously, Boat Boy.”

“Alright, let’s practise some basic stances. I’ll show you how to position your body for maximum power and control.”

“Like this?” Soren mimicked Alaric’s stance, his feet shoulder-width apart, his knees slightly bent, his fists raised above his chin.

“Almost.” Alaric adjusted Soren’s feet by nudging them with his own. “Better.”

“Feels strange.” Soren shifted his weight from foot to foot.

“It’ll become second nature soon enough.”

They moved on to punches and kicks, Alaric demonstrating. “My old man is not exactly the most hands-on father, but I’ve got to thank him for this.” He slowed down each move, allowing Soren to follow suit.

Soren focused on the movements and his mind drifted to sculpting—the way each muscle group worked in harmony, each strike a deliberate, artful choice.

“Power comes from your core, not just your arms.”

“Right.” Soren adjusted his stance and threw another series of jabs.

“Good. Now let’s add in some footwork.”

Soren ducked and weaved, his breaths coming thick and fast. “I won’t let him win, you know?”

“Together, we’ll make sure he doesn’t.”

As they sparred, Soren’s movements grew more fluid, each strike and parry executed with precision. His thoughts flickered between Kurgan’s advice and his lust for revenge. “I know what we need to do.”

Alaric relaxed, releasing a pent-up breath. “You do?”

“We need to listen out for when he leaves. We should follow him and confront him.”

Alaric nodded, his brows furrowed. “But we’ll need to be discreet.”

“Once we have him cornered, we strike.” Soren took in a breath. “I won’t fail my father.”
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Soren stood rigid, his back pressed against the slightly open door. He peered through the crack, watching, listening. A sputtering gas lamp cast dancing shadows along the hallway. But nothing moved. The inn slept.

After a while, the soft creak of a door hinge split the silence, and Soren’s pulse quickened.

The scarred assassin emerged from his room down the hall, his silhouette a dark blot against the dingy lantern light, and he headed towards the stairs.

With a shared glance, Soren and Alaric eased their door open, the worn hinges giving a quiet creak that was lost beneath the assassin’s scuffling footsteps.

Soren slipped out, maintaining a careful distance as he tailed the figure, with Alaric close behind.

The lounge stood quiet and empty, save for a serving girl sweeping old sawdust, flicking up motes into the air. Stale ale and sweat filled Soren’s nostrils as he and Alaric weaved between the tables, on the tail of the assassin, who had just slammed shut the front door.

Soren and Alaric followed, more quietly, and found Hafendorf cloaked in a torrential storm, rain slamming down with unrelenting force.

Soren pulled his hood over his head, letting the icy droplets soak him as he kept his eyes fixed on the dark figure trudging ahead.

As Soren trailed the assassin into the maze of narrow streets and back alleys, his senses heightened. Each drip of rain from the roofs, every distant voice, seemed amplified in the quiet dawn.

The assassin veered into an alleyway, the shadows swallowing him.

Soren glanced at Alaric, who gave a sharp nod.

Slipping his father’s knife from his belt, Soren felt the cool steel in his hand, its familiar weight grounding him.

Alaric followed suit, his grip steady on his weapon.

Soren approached the alleyway entrance, heartbeats thundering in his skull.

The figure up ahead paused, his head turning.

Soren held his breath.

The rain pelted his face, chilling his flesh.

The assassin resumed his path deeper into the darkness, but Soren sensed the man’s vigilance had heightened. Now was the time to act.

He shared a final look with Alaric. “Let’s go.”

Soren stepped into the alleyway. Every step closer to the assassin was a step closer to retribution, to justice.

A side alley veered to the right, creating a potential ambush point.

Soren signalled to Alaric, who nodded.

Soren broke off, slipping into the side alley while Alaric continued to shadow the assassin as cold rain drummed on the cobblestones.

Soren pressed himself against the cold stone wall, peering around the corner.

The scarred assassin was just a few feet away.

Soren’s hand tightened around the hilt of his knife.

He stepped from the shadows, his weapon gleaming in the low light. “Remember my father?”

Alaric stepped forward, his face etched with determination. “We’ve tracked your sorry arse down, and it’s time you paid for what you did.”

Silence hung heavy in the air, broken only by the sound of the rain. The assassin’s eyes flickered over Soren and Alaric. “Bold words.” The assassin spoke in a soft, melodic voice. “But it won’t bring your father back.”

Soren gritted his teeth, his fingers flexing as he struggled to keep his voice and hands steady. “No, but it’ll make damn sure no one else suffers because of you.”

The assassin sniffed. “Is that really what this is about? Protecting others?” He tilted his head, a twisted smile playing on his lips. “I find that hard to believe. Or is it more likely that you want revenge?”

“Does it matter?” Alaric narrowed his eyes. “Either way, we’re here to end you.”

“Big words.” The assassin yawned and plucked something from his sleeve. “You truly believe you can best me?”

Soren’s throat tightened. He glanced at Alaric, who gave him a small nod. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Soren stepped forward and locked eyes with the assassin, his gaze unwavering, his grip tight on his father’s knife.

“Ah, I see you’ve found your courage.” A ravenglass dagger appeared in the assassin’s hand. “Pity it won’t save you.”

In a fluid motion, the scarred assassin lunged forward, his ravenglass blade slicing through the air like liquid shadow.

Soren parried the attack, gritting his teeth as the impact reverberated up his arm.

The assassin struck again, this time faster and more vicious.

Soren tried to deflect each blow, his muscles straining under the relentless onslaught.

“Watch out!” Alaric blocked a strike meant for Soren’s neck.

“Is this all you’ve got?” The assassin danced around Soren and Alaric’s defences. “I expected more from ones who hunted me down. I was hard to find, huh?”

Soren slashed his blade, its tip missing its mark. “Even if we die here, we’ll make sure you remember our faces.”

The assassin’s laughter was cold and hollow. “Ten a penny, I assure you.”

Soren’s breath came in ragged gasps, each exhale a pained grunt. His blade clashed against the assassin’s, metal screeching against ravenglass.

Alaric fought beside him, his own blade a blur of motion that only seemed to meet air.

“Is this truly what you’ve been dreaming of, Sculptor Boy?”

“Shut up.” Soren parried another strike. Sweat stung his eyes, but he refused to blink. “You’re not walking away from this.”

The assassin hopped back from Alaric’s flurry of attacks. “What makes you think you have any control over your fate?”

Soren snarled, lunging forward. But the assassin dodged, spinning gracefully out of reach.

“Ah, it’s always so amusing when people think they have a choice.” The assassin drove his blade towards Soren’s chest.

Soren barely managed to deflect the attack, his muscles trembling with the effort.

“But I am just an instrument. The intention to kill was not mine.”

“Then tell us who hired you.” Soren strained to keep his voice steady. “Who wanted my father dead?”

The assassin tilted his head, considering Soren for a moment before shrugging. “I am not told why, only who. I am not the one to blame for your father’s death.”

“Then who is?” Soren needed to find a weakness, something to give him the advantage. But the assassin remained infuriatingly calm and composed.

Soren attacked, his blade slicing through the air, seeking the blood of the man who had destroyed his life.

The assassin laughed as he parried each blow with ease. “You can’t kill the truth. And you can’t carve it to suit your desires.”

Soren’s pulse pounded in his ears as he fought on. “Please.” A mixture of rage and desperation filled his voice. “If you don’t know who hired you, then how can we find them?”

The assassin regarded him with cold, disinterested eyes. “That is not my concern. I have fulfilled my contract, and that is all that matters. Now lower your weapons and submit.”

Soren exchanged a glance with Alaric. Slowly, they yielded their weapons, their blades clattering to the damp cobblestones.

“Good.”

As Soren closed his eyes, he steeled himself for the cold embrace of death. A thousand thoughts raced through his mind—memories of his mother and father, of laughter and love, now forever tainted.

He waited, then opened one eye.

The assassin rubbed his chin and looked between Soren and Alaric. “I must admit, I am impressed. You two have shown great courage in hunting me down.”

Soren’s brow furrowed, his chest tightening as he struggled to understand the assassin’s words. “We weren’t trying to impress you.”

“Regardless. Determination and resourcefulness are traits I rarely see, especially in ones so young. Your actions show great promise for the future.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Perhaps the sculptor has yet to carve his final masterpiece.”

Soren exchanged a sidelong look with Alaric.

“Allow me to clarify. I propose that instead of meeting your demise here and now, you become my apprentices.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Learn the art of assassination, from one who has mastered it.”

Soren’s mind raced, teetering between disbelief and a gnawing curiosity.

Alaric’s eyes met Soren’s again, his expression a mixture of shock and uncertainty.

Soren turned to the assassin. “Apprentices?” A bitter laugh escaped him. “You killed my father, and now you offer to teach us your twisted craft?”

The assassin smiled. “It is not personal, merely business. I see potential in both of you, and I believe that under my guidance, you could become formidable assassins yourselves.”

“Or...” Alaric gestured behind him. “We could leave and say nothing more of it.”

The assassin shook his head. “That is not an option.”

Alaric frowned. “So, if we say no, you’ll just kill us right here?”

“Quite.”

Soren’s mind whirled, torn between the desire for revenge and the prospect of learning the very skills that had destroyed his life. Could he wring what he needed to know from this man and use it to turn on him?

The narrow alleyway seemed to close in around them, suffocating any semblance of hope or choice.

“Time is ticking. Your decision must be made.”

Soren swallowed hard, his mind racing with conflicting thoughts. “I don’t get it. Why don’t you just kill us?”

The assassin smirked. “I do not kill outside of contracts. It is such a waste.” He shrugged a shoulder. “But I have been known to make exceptions.”

“Alaric?” Soren turned to his friend. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Neither do I.”

“But we have to make a choice right now.”

The assassin sighed. “You have two options—learn my trade or die where you stand. There is no third path.”

Soren closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll become your apprentice.”

“Excellent.” The assassin turned to Alaric. “And you?”

Alaric raised his chin. “Me too.”

“Very well.” He shook Soren’s hand and smiled. “There is no turning back.”
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Soren gazed at a small fleet of wyverns tethered to a balloon lying deflated on the ground. He eyed the creatures warily, their leathery wings flapping, their fanged maws snapping at the air.

“Wow.” Alaric gestured to the wyverns. “Look at those things. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them so close.”

Soren turned to the assassin. “Are we expected to travel in that...that thing?”

The assassin nodded and continued through the balloon port.

Soren forced a smile. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”

As they approached the balloon, a grizzled handler emerged from the shadows, his face a tapestry of blight marks. “Where’s it to be, then?”

The assassin slipped something to the balloon handler. “Welttor.”

The handler’s eyes widened and he fumbled to open the balloon’s cabin. “Don’t be petting the wyverns, mind.” He turned to Alaric. “Borderline feral, these lot.”

Alaric drew his hand back. “Understood.”

The handler ushered them into a cabin big enough for four people to sit across from each other with their knees touching.

Soren slipped onto the seat next to Alaric, and the assassin sat on the bench across from them as the handler adjusted the straps and buckles fastening the wyverns to the balloon.

The handler slammed the cabin door shut and scrambled onto its roof, bringing the flame to life.

The balloon stirred and expanded as the wyverns flapped and squawked.

The assassin tapped on the window. “Have either of you flown before?”

Soren shook his head.

Alaric grinned. “Always wanted to.”

“It looks like we’re ready.” The assassin leant back in his seat as the balloon juddered and the wyverns pulled against their tethers.

Soren gripped his bench as the balloon rose into the air, the wyverns towing them away from the ground and away from Hafendorf.

The Kusten Road stretched from horizon to horizon below them, forming a straight path along Wiete’s eastern coast.

Soren gazed at the Braun Sea and the clouds, unable to speak.

“Make yourselves comfortable, lads. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.”

As they soared south towards Welttor, a strange mixture of sadness and resolve washed over Soren. The life he’d left behind in Nebel Hafen, his dreams of becoming a sculptor, all seemed lost to him now. But perhaps in embracing this new path, he would find the answers he sought, and discover who’d had his father killed.

The assassin cleared his throat and held out a hand to Soren. “I am Razajavendri, by the way. You can call me Raz.”

Soren shook Raz’s hand, his grip firm yet cautious. “Erm, Soren.”

Alaric did the same.

“Let’s get straight to business.” Raz fixed his gaze on them. “There are rules you must follow and a code of honour to uphold.”

Alaric sniffed. “You’ve got to be kidding me? Murderers uphold a code of honour?”

Raz narrowed his eyes. “We are contractors. We are not murderers.”

“But—”

“Use that word in front of me again, and maybe you’ll prove yourself correct. Do we understand each other?”

Alaric bowed his head. “Yeah.”

“Good. First and foremost, loyalty to the guild is absolute. Betray us, and death will be swift and merciless.” He paused for a long moment, letting the threat sink in. “Second, our word is our bond. We do not break contracts, no matter the cost.”

Soren nodded, his heart pounding in his chest.

“Lastly, survival is key. Above all else, we must survive—both as individuals and as a guild.”

Soren’s chest tightened. The weight of his decision pressed down on him. But what choice did he really have? Either way was the path of death.

“Any questions?” Raz leant forward, his elbows resting on his knees.

“Only one.” Soren licked his parched lips. “Are there any limits to what we can do in the name of the guild?”

“Limits are for the weak. In this world, only the strong survive. Remember that.”

Soren clenched his fists, fighting the urge to lash out. He met Raz’s gaze. “So, what can we expect from our apprenticeship?”

“One step at a time. You’re not an apprentice yet.”

Soren frowned. “So, what’s going on here then?”

“Well, you two clearly have potential, but first, the guild will evaluate your skills. You’re not the only ones who want to be apprentices, and first we’ve got to weed out the weak.”

Alaric snorted. “‘Want?’ You think we want to do this?”

Raz shrugged. “You made the choice.”

“Some choice.”

“But it was a choice.” He leant over to the cabin door and grabbed the handle. “You are more than welcome to get out here if you would prefer.”

Alaric stiffened. “I guess not.”

“Good. Now, no more of that talk. You accept you have chosen to do this, so we must move forward.”

Soren shifted his weight on the bench. “So, there are more of us?”

“That is correct. We should be just in time for the next batch of evaluations.”

“What happens if we don’t pass?”

Raz held Soren’s gaze for several seconds but did not respond.
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After hours on the balloon, Soren’s awe at flying turned to boredom and numbness. By the time they made their descent towards Welttor, the sky had turned from a blazing orange to a velvet indigo.

Below, the city sprawled in all directions—tall brick structures, grimy chimneys, and hundreds of streets bathed in the glow of gas lamps, bustling with movement. Flatboats and barges lined the docks, while taller ships stood out to sea.

Soren gazed out of the cabin, filled with a mixture of dread and excitement. His father had told him tales of the city, of its ruthless businessmen and crafty pickpockets, but nothing could have prepared him for the sheer scale of the place.

They made a juddering descent into the city’s balloon port, the air thick with smoke.

As the balloon bumped onto the ground, the wyverns squawked and thrashed against their restraints.

Raz gestured to the cabin door. “After you.”

Soren rose on stiff knees and ducked his head as he stepped outside, his legs weak from their journey.

Even Alaric, who had seemed so eager for the flight, was unsteady on his feet.

The balloon port was a sprawling compound of towering wooden structures, thronged with handlers, porters, and vendors. Rows of balloons stood tethered to wyverns, their imposing figures casting long shadows in the gaslight.

Raz led them across the port. As Soren followed, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of apprehension. This city—this guild and everything it entailed—was so different from the life he’d left behind. But this was a choice. It was his chosen path. A path, he hoped, that would lead towards answers.

Soren and Alaric trailed behind Raz through crowds of people, their eyes darting between the towering buildings. Each structure seemed to defy gravity, reaching higher and higher towards the sky as bridges and walkways crisscrossed above. Merchants shouted out their wares as beggars reached out for scraps, and children played in the narrow alleyways.

The crowds thinned, and Raz stopped in front of a nondescript townhouse situated at the edge of a square. “We’re here.”

Soren’s gaze traced the subtle outline of a plaque on the townhouse door. The letters etched in dark metal read: ‘A.G. and Associates.’

Alaric frowned at the sign and then at Soren. “You sure this is the right place?”

Soren nodded. “Subtlety has its merits.”

The townhouse stood three storeys tall, its red brick exterior weathered but well-maintained. A wrought-iron gate guarded the entrance to a small courtyard, where years of countless footfalls had worn the stones smooth.

Raz turned to the pair and grinned. “Ready?”

Alaric gave a half-smile. “Would it matter if I said no?”

Soren stepped through the gate and into the courtyard, Alaric following close behind.

As they approached the heavy black door, Soren felt a familiar knot tighten in his chest—the weight of his father’s murder pressing down on him, driving him forward.

“Who do you think the other recruits will be?” Alaric asked.

Soren shrugged. “Does it matter? We’re here for one reason.”

“Right.” Alaric’s demeanour shifted. “We’ll do whatever it takes.”

Raz banged on the door, its heavy knocker echoing through the courtyard.

The door creaked open and Raz gestured them inside.

Soren stepped through the doorway, his eyes scanning the bright and sparse entrance hall. The alchemical light gleaming off the soft white walls gave the impression of a law office rather than the shadowy lair he’d imagined.

His boots clicked on the polished stone floor as he followed Raz deeper into the guild headquarters.

Alaric kept pace.

“I must admit, it’s not quite what I expected.”

“Yeah. I pictured more braziers and weapon racks. Maybe a skull here and there for decoration.” Alaric snorted.

Up ahead, Raz paused and cast an appraising look over his shoulder. “If you’re quite finished critiquing the décor, we have arrived at your quarters.”

Soren straightened. “Sorry.”

Raz opened a door and ushered the pair inside.

The spartan sleeping chamber held two narrow cots draped in simple wool blankets. A window overlooked a small, tidy courtyard.

Alaric sat on the nearest bed. “It’s actually alright.”

Raz regarded the pair. “Your evaluation begins at dawn. I will arrange for you to be fed shortly. I suggest resting, while you can. Any questions?”

Alaric got to his feet. “Where’s the privy?”

“Down the hall. Last door on the left.”

Alaric slipped past, leaving Soren alone with Raz.

For a brief moment, Soren considered lunging forward with his father’s knife and driving it into Raz’s chest. But he needed to know who hired the guild. And there was no way he could take on Raz...yet.

“Until tomorrow, then.”

With that, Raz pulled the door shut, leaving Soren alone.

With a sigh, Soren sank onto the nearest cot, rolling out the stiffness in his legs and shoulders. What in the void was he doing here? What had he agreed to?

Alaric returned and settled on the opposite bed, his brow furrowed. “You alright?”

Soren managed a slight shrug. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t need to hide your doubts from me. This path we’ve chosen...”

Soren nodded, his mouth pressed in a grim line. To avenge his father, he had agreed to surrender parts of himself that went against his nature. But justice demanded sacrifice. “We can’t turn back now.”

“I know. And we need to have each other’s backs in this place. Whatever happens, we stick together.”

Soren managed a small smile. “Of course.”

“This is messed up, isn’t it?”

Soren closed his eyes for a long moment and breathed. “It is. But it’s the only way.”

“What if we ran? We could sneak out. Get away from all this.”

“I don’t think that’s an option.”

“No.” Alaric sighed. “You’re probably right.”
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Early the next morning, Soren and Alaric ate a breakfast of smoked salmon and boiled eggs and returned to their room to find fresh clothes laid out on their beds. They dressed in matching grey tunics and leggings and both started when a knock came at the door.

Soren’s hand rested on the handle, his eyes locked with Alaric’s. “Ready?”

“You?”

Soren nodded and pushed the door open. He glanced up and down the corridor to find it empty.

He jumped back when a wyvern cleared its throat. No taller than a seagull, it looked up at Soren, its cream scales catching the light.

“Erm, hello?”

“Welcome, Soren and Alaric.” The wyvern spoke in a girlish voice. “I have been sent to assist you.”

Alaric nudged Soren. “Did you know wyverns could talk?”

Soren shrugged. “What’s your name?”

“I am Dienerin.”

Alaric frowned. “Is that a girl’s name?”

“I am female.”

“Fair enough.”

“I do not see how fairness figures into it.”

“I’m just glad to know what you are.”

“I am a wyvern and I am here to assist you.”

Alaric grinned. “Assist? Can you get us booze and stuff like that?”

“I will help you as instructed by my master.”

Soren and Alaric exchanged glances.

“Who is your master?” Soren asked.

Dienerin stared up at him but gave no response.

Soren rubbed the back of his neck. “So, what do you want?”

“To assist you.”

“How?”

“By assisting you.”

Alaric smirked. “I don’t think it knows many words.”

“Let us begin.” Dienerin rose into the air. “Follow me.”

Dienerin led them through a series of bright hallways and followed a winding staircase into the basement, the painted walls making way for bare stone, the air growing heavy with the scent of incense and smoke.

“This is more like it.” Alaric leant close to Soren. “Next turn and I bet there’s skulls.”

Dienerin landed on a plinth and folded in her wings. “Long ago, there existed a group of skilled warriors known as the Guardians. They strove to bring balance to a chaotic world.”

Alaric rolled his eyes. “Nobody said anything about history lessons.”

“I remember hearing stories about the Guardians as a kid,” Soren said. “Didn’t they dissolve, around the end of the Empire?”

Dienerin dipped her head. “Indeed. When the Guardians fell, many of their number formed guilds—including this one.”

“What?” A crease set on Alaric’s brow. “So, these noble warriors became a bunch of assassins?”

“Indeed. Some did. Their purpose was to train the next generations in the arts of subterfuge, stealth, and precision killing to bring balance to the world.”

Alaric sniffed. “You make it sound so bloody noble.”

Dienerin eyed him for several seconds but gave no response.

Soren tapped his chin. “You said ‘was’. What’s its purpose now?”

“The guild still trains its members in the arts of subterfuge, stealth, and precision killing.”

Soren narrowed his eyes. “That’s not an answer. What are you now? Hired killers, nothing more?”

“The guild helps to match clients with the right contractors as required.”

Alaric grinned. “Yeah, for a huge fee, I’m sure.”

“Indeed.” Dienerin’s tail lashed the air. “The guild is about trust. Our clients know that if they employ our services, the contract will be completed with confidentiality and care.”

Soren suppressed a bitter laugh as Dienerin spread her wings and took to the air.

The passage opened into a dimly lit chamber, where hooded figures moved like shadows, their whispers barely audible above the sound of their footsteps.

Soren watched them, their movements fluid and graceful. He leant towards Alaric. “There is an artistry to this...a strange elegance.”

Alaric scoffed. “Elegance? We’re talking about murderers here, not painting pretty pictures.”

Soren’s fingers flexed, imagining the dance of steel and flesh. “There’s harmony. There’s form. There’s rhythm.”

“Fine.” Alaric folded his arms. “I’ll give you that there’s some skill there. But don’t expect me to start waxing poetic about it.”

“Come.” Dienerin continued past the hooded figures and led Soren and Alaric through the guild’s winding halls, each step taking them deeper into the unknown. “Silence is your ally. Every footstep must be a whisper.”

Soren pushed out his bottom lip. “How?”

“Imagine you’re walking on glass.” Dienerin stopped and hovered before him. “The ground can betray you if you don’t treat it with care.”

“Or maybe we’re just too damn heavy for sneaking around,” Alaric said, earning himself a sharp glare from Soren.

Dienerin flew on ahead. “Then there is infiltration, research, disguise, and lock-picking.”

“Ah, now this is more my style.” Alaric rubbed his hands together. “No need for tiptoeing around a lock.”

“Haste will land you in a cell—or worse.”

“I thought the Magistrates turn the other way when it comes to the guild.”

“Some do. Others do not. But you must also consider personal bodyguards, soldiers, and members of the watch...even your targets themselves.”

“I see.”

“And, of course, you will learn how to kill.”

Unable to respond, Soren followed Dienerin into an expansive gym. Men and women sparred. Leather punchbags hung from the ceiling and dummies stood along one wall, the stench of sweat hanging thick in the air.

Dienerin turned and darted past them. “I will return for you later.”

Alaric pointed past Soren to a row of weapons. “See, I told you there’d be weapon racks.” He looked around the room. “All we need now are the skulls.”

“Shut it.”

Soren and Alaric started at the gruff voice.

“First up is hand-to-hand combat.” A broad trainer with a crooked nose eyed them, his weathered face expressionless. “Show me what you’ve got.”

Alaric stepped forward first, squaring off against a burly recruit twice his size.

They exchanged a flurry of jabs and kicks, sweat dripping from their brows as they fought for dominance.

Soren watched, noting Alaric’s fluid movements and unwavering focus, even as his opponent landed a bruising blow to his ribs.

“Enough.” The trainer raised a hand, and both fighters stepped back, their chests heaving.

Soren’s turn came next, his heart pounding as he faced an opponent whose gaze held a predatory glint. As their fists flew, Soren’s thoughts raced. Was he truly prepared for this new life? Could he fully embrace the darkness that lay ahead? He had no choice.

A sharp punch to the jaw sent a flash of white through his vision.

“Enough.” The trainer shook his head and tossed Soren a wooden dagger. “Let’s see how you handle weapons, then.”

The leather-wrapped handle felt strange in Soren’s grip, its weight and balance all wrong.

The trainer gestured to a dummy. “Proceed.”

Soren launched into a series of swift strikes, each one slicing through the air.

“Stop. Your skill is non-existent. And your mind is elsewhere. That could be your downfall.”

“Thank you, sir.” Soren dipped his head, swallowing the bile that threatened to rise in his throat. “I’ll do better.”

“See that you do.” The trainer pointed to the nearest punchbag. “You can practise there.” He handed the wooden dagger to Alaric. “Your turn.”
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The blood from Soren’s split knuckles splattered across the punch bag as he slammed his fists into the worn leather. He grunted with each strike as Alaric watched on, concern etched on his face.

“Hey, slow down.” Alaric stepped closer. “You’re going to break your hands before you even get a chance to use them.”

Soren paused, breathing heavily, and met Alaric’s eyes. “I need to do this.”

“Of course, but we’ve got time. Let’s not ruin our chances by being careless.” He clapped Soren on the shoulder, then turned to the collection of throwing knives nearby. With a flick of his wrist, a knife embedded itself in the centre of the target, quivering slightly.

“Nice throw.” Soren forced a smile.

“Thanks.” Alaric grinned. “Seems I have a knack for this.”

“Good.” Soren clenched his fists again. “I’ve got a feeling we’ll need it.”

Dienerin swooped into the training hall, her wings spread wide to slow her descent. She landed lightly on the floor beside the trainer. “I have come for the new recruits.”

The trainer nodded. “They’re all yours.” He took Dienerin to one side and the pair spoke to each other in hushed tones.

When Dienerin broke away, she hovered in front of Soren and Alaric. “Follow me.”

Exchanging a glance, Soren and Alaric fell into step behind Dienerin as she led them from the gym.

Soren flexed his battered hands, steeling himself for whatever test lay ahead.

After climbing a winding staircase, they emerged onto the second floor. Polished wood gleamed at Soren’s feet, the scent of lemon drifting through the air.

Dienerin paused before an imposing door and gestured for them to enter.

Inside stood a clean office, lined with bookshelves and decorated with plush rugs and oil paintings of lush landscapes and brightly hued flowers.

Soren’s gaze landed on a human skull resting atop the large oak desk.

“Ha!” Alaric nudged him and smiled. “See?”

“Wait here,” Dienerin said. “I will inform Razajavendri of your arrival.” She slipped outside, closing the door behind her.

Alaric moved to inspect the skull, looking far too pleased by its presence.

A minute or so later, the door swung open and Raz strode in, his robes swishing around his legs. He settled behind the desk, steepling his fingers as he surveyed the two of them. “Well, then, let’s discuss your evaluation.”

Soren straightened. “Does this mean we’ve passed, sir?”

Raz scoffed. “Passed? No, not yet. This was merely an assessment of your current skills and temperament. We must still determine if you have what it takes to join the ranks of the guild.”

Soren’s shoulders slumped. “Does that mean there’s more?”

The corners of Raz’s mouth curled into a smile. “Much more.”

“Oh.”

“However, you both show promise, in different ways. Tomorrow, you will be outfitted with supplies and directions to a secure location away from the city. There, we’ll see if you’re worthy.”

Alaric nodded. “And where exactly is this secure location?”

Raz’s eyes narrowed. “That is not for you to know.” He stood and gestured to the door. “Go now, and rest. You have a long journey ahead.”
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The balloon jerked and swayed as a team of six wyverns towed it through the air. Their leathery wings beat furiously, pulling the craft over the patchwork fields and forests surrounding Welttor.

Dienerin perched on the bench across from Soren and Alaric.

“What’s the point of you being in here?” Alaric tilted his head. “Why don’t you just fly alongside?”

Dienerin’s eyes narrowed. “I am here to brief you on what lies ahead.”

“Sorry, we didn’t mean to offend.” Soren offered the wyvern a smile. “But it does seem a bit ridiculous.” He gestured outside. “How does it feel to see your fellow wyverns towing this thing?”

Alaric grinned. “Yeah, you should be out there with them. Make this thing go a bit faster.”

Dienerin smoothed her wings. “As I was saying, we travel inland to a remote location where your training shall commence. You will be evaluated alongside other recruits, and only the most promising will be accepted into the guild.”

Soren shifted in his seat.

“The instructors will not tolerate tardiness, insubordination, or refusal to complete any task, no matter how unsavoury. The only way out is through success.” She held Soren’s gaze. “Know that if you try to flee, you will not get far. And the consequences will be...severe.”

Soren suppressed a shudder, his heart hammering against his ribs.

Beside him, Alaric sat upright and still, the blood draining from his face.

Dienerin looked between them. “Do you understand?”

Unable to find his voice, Soren gave a short nod.

After a moment, Alaric did the same.

“Now, rest while you can. We should arrive before nightfall.”

Soren slumped back against the cabin wall, a sick feeling pooling in his gut. He met Alaric’s eyes, seeing his own fears reflected there.

What in the void had they got themselves into?
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As the afternoon wore on, the landscape below grew increasingly remote and wild. Forested hills gave way to jagged mountains, their rocky peaks jutting up from dense pines.

No roads. No signs of civilisation. Only an endless expanse of untouched wilderness.

Soren’s nerves mounted as the shadows lengthened. It had been at least an hour since they’d passed the last village.

He thought of home, of the comforting familiarity of Nebel Hafen, and a pang of sorrow struck his chest.

The mountains levelled out into a forested valley, the trees so thick it appeared almost black from their vantage point.

Between two ridgelines, a sprawling complex emerged, its stone walls and iron gates making it appear more like a fortress than a simple training compound.

Soren’s mouth dried at the sight.

Guards with crossbows paced along parapets, while others trained in a dusty courtyard below.

“We’re approaching the landing area.” Dienerin’s voice cut through the silence, interrupting Soren’s spiralling thoughts. “Prepare yourselves.”

The balloon dipped lower, drifting over the fortress walls.

Soren steadied his nerves and met Alaric’s eyes. His friend gave a quick nod, his jaw clenched tight.

The balloon touched down with a heavy thud in a secluded corner of the courtyard.

Soren and Alaric gathered their travel packs and climbed from the cabin on shaky legs.

Soren looked around at the looming walls and iron-barred windows then turned to Alaric and cocked an eyebrow. “What? No comments about this place looking like a proper assassin’s lair?”

Alaric shook his head, his face pale. “Don’t really feel like joking. My stomach’s in knots.”

Soren nodded, gripping the strap of his pack tightly to hide the tremor in his hands. “Mine too.”

Dienerin led them across the courtyard, small stones crunching under their boots. “Wait here.”

Before Soren could respond, Dienerin disappeared through a heavy oak door.

Soren and Alaric stood in uneasy silence, breathing in the scents of industry and toil that permeated the compound.

A bell tolled, its low reverberations echoing off the stone walls.

Moments later, figures began filing into the courtyard, gathering in small groups.

Soren counted nearly thirty men and women, ranging from barely older than himself to weathered veterans covered in scars.

One burly, blond lad broke away from the others and approached Soren and Alaric, looking them up and down. “Hah, fresh meat.” He sneered at them both. “You two look like you won’t last a day in this place.”

Before either could respond, the door swung open and Dienerin reappeared, followed by a tall man with sharp features. His piercing gaze silenced the murmuring recruits.

“Kierak! Get in line.” The man pointed at the blond lad, who hurried to obey.

The instructor stepped forward and clasped his hands behind his back, surveying the assembled group, a coiled whip hanging from his belt.

He beckoned Soren and Alaric forward to stand before the other recruits.

Soren kept his gaze fixed ahead, trying not to flinch at the indifference or outright hostility in some of their eyes. None bothered with even a nod of acknowledgement.

“This is Soren and Alaric.” The instructor began to pace. “They will be joining our ranks, such as they are.” He stopped and faced them. “Every day will be filled with gruelling training designed to hone you into lethal weapons. You’ll spend hours drilling with blades, staves, and bows until you can wield them with dexterity and precision.” He began pacing again, his voice booming. “Hand-to-hand combat skills will be essential. You’ll pummel each other bloody in the practice rings until your reflexes are lightning-quick and you know a hundred ways to kill a man with your bare hands.”

Soren shifted his weight from foot to foot, the knot tightening in his stomach.

“Stealth and infiltration will round out your skillset. You’ll learn to move through the shadows like ghosts, scale walls in silence, pick locks, and disarm traps.”

He stopped in front of Soren, his eyes narrowing. “Does our training regimen displease you, recruit?”

Soren swallowed hard. “No, sir.”

“Good.” The instructor pursed his lips. “I better not see any weakness or hesitation from either of you.” He leant in close. “That will get you killed.”

He turned sharply on his heel and continued prowling in front of the other recruits, leaving Soren’s mind swirling. Beside him, Alaric let out a shaky breath.

“This fortress is filled with constant dangers. You must be vigilant at all times. Some of you will be...unlucky.”

Before Soren could process his words, the instructor’s arm moved in a sudden blur.

A throwing knife flashed through the air, finding its mark in the throat of an unsuspecting recruit, who collapsed, blood bubbling from his gaping wound.

Soren froze, biting back a horrified gasp.

“Let that be a lesson and a reminder to you all that no one here is safe.” He turned his gaze back to Soren and Alaric. “You will be instructed in the art of dealing death. Like any art, it requires discipline, concentration, skill.”

Soren willed his features to remain impassive.

“You will learn, and you will be tested. Attempt to flee this place and you will be marked for death—if you even survive the journey back. Disobey my orders and you will pray for a merciful end.”

He let another throwing knife loose.

Alaric ducked just in time to avoid losing an eye.

The instructor smiled. “Good instincts. You might last longer than some here.”

Soren steadied his breathing and exchanged a look with Alaric.

As a trio of robed figures lifted the dead recruit’s body away, the instructor procured two daggers, presenting one each to Soren and Alaric along with plain leather sheaths.

Though the weapons were simple and unadorned, Soren could tell they were expertly crafted and honed to a wicked edge. The weight felt comfortable in his hand.

“These daggers are now your life. Keep them razor-sharp and spotless at all times. I will inspect them regularly.” He began pacing before them once more. “Care for your weapons and equipment is paramount. A poorly maintained blade or damaged gear could mean the difference between life and death.” He stopped in front of Kierak. “Present your dagger for inspection.”

Kierak drew his blade and held it flat across both palms, its steel edge glinting.

The instructor nodded. “Take a lesson, new recruits. Kierak understands the importance of preparedness and diligence.”

Kierak shot Soren and Alaric a smug look as he slid his dagger back into its sheath.

Clutching his new blade, Soren felt the weight of their task settling on his shoulders. Every aspect of their training would be a test, even the care of their equipment. Perhaps this path would not be so different from working under Kurgan.

The instructor dismissed them with a sharp wave of his hand, leaving Soren and Alaric standing alone in the courtyard.

Dienerin flew over and hovered before them. “Come, I will show you to your quarters.”

She led them into the fortress, through corridors built from the same dreary grey stone as the outer walls. The floors were uneven, but clean, the walls bare. A deep chill permeated every hallway.

After a few minutes, Dienerin halted, gesturing to two doors facing each other across the passage. “These will be your rooms.”

Soren pushed open the creaking door to reveal a cell-like chamber. A narrow bed stood along one wall, topped with a thin straw mattress. A lone wooden chair and a battered chest leant flush against the wall.

He dropped his pack on the bed, its frame groaning under his weight. A slit of a window would let in feeble light come morning.

Soren unsheathed his new dagger, turning it over in his hands.

A timid knock at his door made him slip the blade back into its sheath.

A man in grey robes entered, carrying a basket. Wordlessly, he placed it on the chest and scurried away.

Soren inspected its contents—fresh clothes like the other recruits wore, and supplies to clean and tend to his dagger.

“You should change and tidy yourself.” Dienerin eyed him from the doorway. “The evening bell will soon ring.”

No sooner had she spoken than a deep, sonorous tone echoed through the halls outside.

“What does that bell signify?”

“It indicates the evening meal is being served in the mess hall.”

Soren hesitated, unsure what to do.

“I will take you there.”

Soren donned his new grey tunic and leggings, tucking the dagger into his belt. He followed Dienerin into the hallway to join Alaric.

Dienerin led them through corridors to a set of heavy wooden doors out of which a low hum of voices emanated. As they stepped inside, Soren took in the vast dining room.

Torches cast flickering light over the three long tables filling the hall. The floors were uneven stone, worn smooth by countless trampling feet over the years.

About twenty recruits sat scattered among the tables, hunched over their plates, while others lined up for their meals. They spoke in hushed tones, if at all, the atmosphere devoid of any mirth.

How many had joined the guild by coercion?

And how many had volunteered?

Either way, Soren was unsettled.

An aroma of roasted chicken and root vegetables came from a counter tended by servers doling out portions.

Soren’s stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since Welttor.

As he joined the line, Soren studied the other recruits’ faces.

What were their stories?

What twists of fate had brought them here?

As he waited among the other stone-faced recruits, Soren turned to Alaric. “You alright?”

Alaric shook his head. “Still can’t believe he just killed someone right in front of us. And everyone acted like it was nothing.”

“I know. At least you had the sense to duck when he flung that knife at you, though. If it had been me, I’d be dead too.”

They reached the front of the line, where a server plopped portions of roasted chicken, carrots, turnips, and gravy onto their plates.

Soren’s eyes widened in surprise at the hearty, appetising food. Even more shocking was the clean water they were given in metal cups. “This looks good.”

“Guess they want to fatten us up before the torture begins. You should check your cup for poison.”

Soren sniffed the liquid. “I can’t smell anything.”

Carrying their meals, Soren and Alaric made their way down one of the long tables, working out where to sit. They ended up across from Kierak.

Kierak’s muscular frame marked him as a seasoned fighter, though he didn’t look much older than them. His blond hair was shorn close to his scalp, and an old scar tracked across one cheekbone.

Kierak appraised them in return as they sat. “So what made a couple of whelps like you join up with the guild?”

Soren shrugged. “Wasn’t much of a choice, really. Join or die, that was the offer.”

Alaric sniffed. “Raz cornered us and was quite insistent.”

Kierak tore off a chunk of bread. “You two know each other already then?”

“We’ve been friends since childhood,” Soren said.

“I was training as a fisherman before all this. Soren was studying sculpture.”

Kierak nodded. “Interesting.”

“What about you?” Soren offered Kierak a smile. “Did you choose this life?”

Kierak’s expression darkened. “I don’t discuss my past. Knowledge will always be used against you.”

Soren frowned and finished his meal in brooding silence.

After they had eaten, Soren and Alaric carried their empty dishes to a bin and made their way back through the dim corridors towards their quarters.

“That Kierak is a prick,” Alaric said as they walked. “Don’t trust him one bit.”

Soren shook his head. “We can’t trust anyone here. They’re all potentially dangerous.”

They stopped outside Soren’s door and he turned to face Alaric, his expression grim. “We’re on our own in this place.”

“That’s not true. We have each other.”

“You’re right. I’ve got your back, no matter what.”

Alaric nodded, clapping Soren’s shoulder before turning to his room.

Alone, Soren sank onto his bed, his heart pounding as he recounted the day’s events. The casual brutality, the drab living conditions, the hardened recruits—it was all so far removed from the world he knew.
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Soren had just begun to drift off when a soft rap at his door jolted him upright. He suppressed a groan, every muscle in his body heavy and sore.

“Soren. Alaric.” Dienerin’s voice came muffled through the door. “On your feet. Let’s go.”

Soren dragged himself up, scowling.

Across the hall, Alaric’s door creaked open. “What does she want now?”

Dienerin fluttered impatiently in the hall. “Come along, we have much to do before you sleep.”

Soren groaned. “Haven’t we done enough for one day?”

“No.”

Soren and Alaric fell into step behind Dienerin.

“You will find we do not coddle recruits here. Idleness and laziness will not be tolerated. There are still lessons to be learnt before you rest.”

Soren bit back further complaint, and with leaden feet, he followed Dienerin through the shadowy corridors, longing for the oblivion of sleep.

Dienerin flew ahead at a brisk pace.

Soren’s footfalls echoed on the cold stone floors, and draughts of chill air swirled through the passages.

Up ahead, Dienerin banked a sharp right and disappeared through an arched doorway.

Soren quickened his steps to keep up, squinting in the dim light of the guttering torches.

He did his best to track each turn they took—right at a stone pillar, straight for twenty paces, left down a cramped stairwell. But soon he was lost in the labyrinth.

They passed through cavernous halls with vaulted ceilings that disappeared into shadow.

Endless identical corridors branched off in all directions.

Their footsteps mingled with the ring of steel from some far-off training yard, murmured voices behind closed doors, and the beating of Dienerin’s wings.

Soren stared down a curved staircase that corkscrewed deep into the earth. How far down did this fortress go? And how far were they from the top?

They climbed up through levels stacked like a hive, emerging onto parapets exposed to the night sky.

Soren gasped for breath in the cold air, taking in the web of walls and towers that comprised the compound.

On and on Dienerin led them, through six levels, then seven. Soren lost count.

“This will be the main training courtyard.” Dienerin gestured to a dirt yard ringed by towering walls. “You’ll be spending many hours here with hand-to-hand combat drills and sparring.”

They continued to a chamber lined floor-to-ceiling with books. “The library. It contains histories, maps, and every manner of useful knowledge.”

Alaric sniffed. “Nothing I love more than dusty old books.”

“That is good to know.”

Up several flights of stairs stood a long room filled with cots. A figure lay on the nearest bed, its face shrouded with bandages. “The infirmary—for injured recruits.”

Continuing through the passages, Dienerin pointed out the kitchens, washrooms, and administrative offices.

Soren looked around. “Where are we now?”

“We are by the eastern parapets.”

They emerged into a dusty training yard, the air ringing with the clash of steel. Recruits paired off in the darkness, swirling through intricate sequences of strikes and blocks under the watchful eye of a grim-faced swordmaster.

Alaric jerked a thumb behind him. “I thought you said the training ground was back that way?”

“This is one of many training yards. You will become intimately familiar with them all, in due course.”

Further on, they passed through a cavernous hall stacked with weapons of every variety—swords, daggers, axes, spears, bows. Alaric let out an appreciative whistle as he took in a rack of exotic polearms.

In one shadowy chamber, the air was cloyingly sweet with the scent of drying herbs, its shelves crammed with jars of roots and powders, while vials of liquids bubbled over burners.

“The poisoners’ domain. They can kill a man in a hundred different ways.”

Alaric edged back, eyeing the contents warily. “Charming.”

“You must learn the protocols and rules here. Certain areas are forbidden to new recruits. You will address senior members with respect. And all guild affairs are of the utmost secrecy.”

Bell chimes reverberated through the halls.

Soren frowned. “What’s that bell for?”

“Curfew. Return to your rooms.” Without another word, she flitted off down the corridor, leaving Soren and Alaric standing alone in a pool of flickering torchlight.

“Great, now how do we get back from here?”

Soren shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

They walked in silence for several minutes, tension mounting as they failed to recognise any landmarks from their tour.

“Weren’t the barracks down some stairs?”

“Maybe.” Soren gestured down a narrow passage. “Let’s try this way.”

He descended the worn stone stairs and froze as his foot snagged on a nearly invisible wire strung across the last step. “Wait.” He halted Alaric with an outstretched arm. Squinting, Soren made out the faint outline of a pressure plate depressed into the step by his foot.

“You think it’s a trap?”

“Probably.”

Alaric paled. “Good catch.”

Soren extracted his foot and backed up the stairs. “Let’s try a different route.”

After more wrong turns, they stumbled upon a familiar arched doorway.

“I think I remember this.” Alaric gestured along the passage. “Our rooms should be just ahead.”

Relief washed over Soren as they hurried to their doors. He offered Alaric a grin. “We made it.”

Alaric opened his door. “I think our biggest challenge will be getting some sleep in this damn place.”

Soren yawned and rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”
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At the end of breakfast, Dienerin had instructed Soren and Alaric to follow her.

“Where exactly are we going?” Soren wrinkled his nose at the chemical smells wafting through the hallway.

Dienerin glanced back. “You’ll see soon enough.”

“I bet it’s knife skills,” Alaric said as they walked. “Learning fifty ways to gut a man.”

Soren shrugged. “Maybe acrobatics or agility training?”

As they drew close to a white door, Soren’s ears pricked at the murmuring voices beyond.

The scent of astringent fumes greeted Soren and Alaric as the door swung open. “After you.”

Stepping inside, Soren blinked against the harsh white light thrown from glowing alchemical orbs along the walls. Four other recruits waited within, glancing up at their arrival.

A slender youth separated himself from the others and strode over, his polished black boots clicking on the stone floor. He had neatly combed blond hair and piercing ice-blue eyes, his flesh like marble. “Ganrel’s the name.” He introduced himself with an easy smile, shaking their hands a touch longer than necessary. “A pleasure to meet you both.”

“I’m Soren. This is Alaric.”

Ganrel half-turned and gestured languidly to a serious-looking girl seated apart from the others. She had dark features, her black hair pulled tight into a ponytail. She scribbled a rapid series of notes into a leather-bound journal balanced on her knees. At Ganrel’s introduction, she glanced up to give them a cursory nod before returning to her writing.

“That’s Isolde. Keeps to herself mostly, but there’s no better student here.”

In the far corner stood a lean, grey-haired lad, angled away from the others, his fingers deftly folding a piece of parchment into an intricate shape.

Ganrel pointed him out with a flick of his wrist. “And Jareth.”

Jareth paused his work to meet their eyes. “Well met.” He spoke in a low, smooth voice before refocusing on his folding.

Finally, Ganrel gestured to a young woman lounging against the wall near Isolde. Her fiery red hair poked out from under a faded bandana. At Ganrel’s look, she pushed off the wall and sauntered over, her green eyes raking up and down over Soren and Alaric. “Name’s Nia.” She jerked her chin at Soren. “You don’t look like assassin material. More like some pampered lordling.”

Soren bristled. “My father was a fishing captain.”

Nia scoffed. “Well, you don’t look like a fisherman.”

“What brings you to the guild?” Ganrel cut in, his head cocked.

Soren hesitated, glancing uncertainly at Alaric.

“Go on, you can tell them.”

Soren turned back to the other recruits. “We were brought here against our will, truth be told.”

Ganrel’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

“When the guild had my father...when they killed him.” Soren squeezed his eyes shut. “We tracked down the killer. The Magistrates wouldn’t help...and the confrontation didn’t exactly go as planned.”

He felt Alaric’s steadying hand on his shoulder.

“It was an assassin named Raz. He made it clear we were outmatched. The choice was joining the guild or dying right there.” Soren shook his head, the anger and helplessness of that day flooding back. “Some choice. I wanted justice, but instead...”

Ganrel nodded. “I suppose if you hunted down a member of the guild, he was either being sloppy, or you two know what you’re doing.”

Alaric nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

Ganrel pushed out his bottom lip. “Do you know who hired him?”

Soren clenched his fists. “I don’t.”

Ganrel nodded slowly, glancing between Soren and Alaric. “Well, the guild takes care of its own.”

“What about you?” Alaric asked.

“We all came by choice.”

From her spot against the wall, Nia let out a snort. “I had to fight tooth and nail to get accepted into this place. Took years of honing my skills before they’d even give me a chance at initiation. And you two track down some bloke not paying attention and suddenly you get the welcome party?”

Soren shifted his weight. “Before all this, I was a sculptor’s apprentice.”

Nia’s lip curled. “A sculptor?” She barked out a laugh. “Well, time to put those posh artist’s hands to better use, yeah?”

Before Soren could respond, Isolde piped up from her corner, tapping her pencil on her notebook. “Actually, there are many cross-applicable skills between art and assassination—steady hands, precision, creativity. His background could prove quite useful.”

Nia rolled her eyes but fell silent as Ganrel nodded. “Astute observation, Isolde. Very true.”

Ganrel turned back to Soren with a grin, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Well, despite Nia’s lack of manners, I’m sure you’ll do just fine here.”

Soren managed a weak smile in return.

“What’s this room for, then?” Alaric asked.

“Well, the instructor is Master Quillon,” Ganrel said. “An expert in anatomy, or so I gather.” He shrugged one shoulder. “So I’m sure we’re in good hands.”

“Anatomy?” Alaric frowned. “You mean, like...dissecting bodies?”

“So it would seem.”

Alaric’s frown deepened. “I was expecting to start with basic knife skills or infiltrating buildings. Not poking around dead things.”

Soren nodded. “What does anatomy have to do with being an assassin?”

“Knowing how bodies work on the inside could have certain applications in our line of work.” Isolde tapped her chin. “How to quickly dispatch a target, where to aim attacks, weaknesses to exploit.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

Alaric cleared his throat. “What about the bloke from last night? The one who killed that recruit right in front of us. Does he run this place?”

Ganrel shook his head. “That was Master Varus, the weapons instructor. Let’s just say he’s renowned for his interesting training methods.” He lowered his voice. “Varus isn’t just a teacher, he’s a relentless taskmaster. He moulds raw recruits into lethal assassins.”

Soren’s eyes widened.

“His reputation is one of hardened cruelty.”

Nia sniffed. “You give Varus too much credit. Now, Master Atreus—”

The door swung open, cutting off Nia’s words.

A slender man in dark robes swept into the room, pushing a cloth-draped trolley before him. He had a severe, angular face and short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Wire-framed spectacles perched on his long nose. Shutting the door behind him, he appraised the recruits. “I am Master Quillon, your instructor in anatomical studies.”

Quillon’s sharp grey eyes scrutinised each of them in turn, his movements meticulous and economical.

He grasped the cloth draping the trolley and whisked it off with a flourish, letting it fall to the floor.

Alaric recoiled with a strangled gasp.

On the trolley lay a body—the young recruit who had been so casually killed the night before. The gaping throat wound had been cleaned, but there was no mistaking those lifeless features.

While Alaric averted his gaze, shrinking against the wall, Soren felt curiosity stirring within him.

As Quillon began examining the lifeless body, Soren found himself drawn forward.

Brow furrowed, he slowly circled the trolley, observing from all angles as Quillon pointed out various anatomical features. The instructor’s voice faded to a background drone as Soren took in the precise wound.

Quillon’s spectacles flashed. “To master the assassin’s craft, you must view the body not as a whole, but as a system of individual parts which can be targeted for rapid termination.”

He seemed to notice Alaric for the first time. “Squeamishness will only impede you. Cultivate a clinical eye and mind.” His gaze swept over the other recruits. “That is how you will excel. That is how you will become masters of this art.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Tell me, has anyone here seen a cadaver before today?”

Nia shrugged. “Saw plenty of bodies on the streets growing up. Never paid them much mind, though.”

Isolde raised her hand. “I once attended an anatomy demonstration at the Welttor Institute. It was quite fascinating from a research perspective.”

Quillon nodded. “Ah, excellent. And did they discuss the physiological causes of death?”

“In great detail.”

Quillon looked to Jareth and Ganrel, but both shook their heads.

He turned to Soren. “And you?”

“My old sculpting master took me to study cadavers at the mortician’s, occasionally.”

“Sculpting, you say? An intriguing mentor. To properly depict the living form, one must first understand the lifeless one.”

Soren blinked. “I never thought of it that way.”

“Your former master sounds like a wise man.” He glanced around at the other recruits. “You would all do well to adopt such pragmatic perspectives. Detachment and clinical focus are an assassin’s closest allies.” He turned back to the corpse, tools glinting in his hands. “You are here to understand the body—how it lives, how it dies. That knowledge is power.”

Quillon gestured to the fatal gash in the recruit’s neck. “Observe how the knife entered just below the larynx, severing the common carotid artery.” He traced a slender finger along the trajectory. “Massive blood loss, very rapid. Death within minutes.” He glanced up at the recruits. “Can anyone tell me why severing this artery leads to such a quick demise?”

Isolde’s hand shot up. “The carotid supplies blood to the brain. Disrupt that flow, and you disrupt all brain function.”

“Precisely.” Quillon traced a finger along other vital points. “The arteries here...here...and here. The jugular veins, the heart itself—all vulnerable targets.” He indicated various points on the torso. “The liver, kidneys, lungs—damage any, and the body fails.” He drew their attention to the neck again. “And never underestimate the larynx. A firm strike can crush the windpipe, inducing suffocation.”

Soren committed each vulnerable spot to memory. Whatever qualms remained, he could not deny the effectiveness of Quillon’s anatomical instruction.

Quillon selected a gleaming scalpel from his kit and weighed it almost lovingly in his palm. With startling swiftness, he plunged the blade into the corpse’s torso and sliced downward in one clean motion.

Soren watched as Quillon peeled back layers of lifeless flesh to expose the organs beneath.

Alaric looked ready to faint, swaying unsteadily as he stared.

With slender fingers, Quillon probed and indicated each inner working in turn—the spongy pink lungs, marbled liver, ropey intestines. “Aim your blades between the ribs, where bone cannot turn your strike.”

Alaric moaned, his complexion turning green.

But Soren found himself mesmerised by Quillon’s elegant and economical cuts—more akin to an artist’s confident strokes than crude butchery.

Alaric choked back dry heaves.

“This is your art. Master anatomy, and you master death.” With a thin smile, he flexed the corpse’s elbow, exposing the joint. “And never underestimate attacking connective tissue. Slice the tendons at the knee or elbow, and your target will be neutralised, regardless of armour or strength.”

As Quillon delved elbow-deep into the corpse, Alaric lurched away, staggering to a corner where he vomited into a bucket.

Nia barked out a laugh. “What’s wrong with you? Bit too much reality for you?”

Alaric moaned in response before vomiting again.

Quillon remained absorbed in his dissection, barely glancing up. “There’s always one.” He met Soren’s eyes. “Take him outside for some air before he ruins my floors.”

“Of course, sir.” Soren grasped Alaric’s shaking shoulder and steered him towards the door.

Ganrel appeared at Alaric’s other side, wrinkling his nose but assisting Soren as they led him outside.

They sat Alaric against the wall. Soren turned to Ganrel. “Thanks for your help.”

“Think nothing of it.” He gestured to Alaric. “And he’s starting to get his colour back.”
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Soren and Alaric made their way to the mess hall for the midday meal. As they joined the queue, the smell of roasted meat and root vegetables made Soren’s empty stomach rumble.

They collected their portions and sought out seats among the long tables. Spotting Ganrel, Nia, Isolde, and Jareth, they made their way over.

“Ah, the triumphant return of our fledgling assassins.” Ganrel greeted them with a wink as they sat.

Nia started cackling. “Come to grace us with more of your cast-iron constitution, eh, Alaric?” She mimed retching.

Alaric flushed. “Yes, yes, very funny. We can’t all have nerves of steel, like Soren here.”

Isolde gave Alaric a smile. “Don’t feel bad. That was an intense first lesson.”

Ganrel clapped Alaric on the back. “It happens to the best of us, I’m sure.”

Jareth folded a napkin into an origami boat, a slight smile playing on his lips.

“So are all the lessons here so...visceral?” Soren asked.

“Oh, that was just a taste.” Ganrel grinned. “Wait until you see what else they have in store for—” He stopped and stared past the others.

Soren followed his gaze as Kierak swaggered over, flanked by two other brawny recruits.

“Well, if it isn’t the artist and his pet vomiter.” Kierak fixed Soren and Alaric with a sneer.

Soren bristled but held his tongue as Kierak’s scornful gaze swept over the group.

“All you fancy lads won’t last long once real training starts.” Kierak’s lip curled. “Might as well quit now, before you embarrass yourselves.”

His companions laughed.

Ganrel’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “And how many years have you been training, Kierak? You seem...overqualified for your novice status.”

Kierak flushed. “Watch your mouths, all of you. Might find a knife in your back one night.”

With that, he turned on his heel to leave. As he did, Jareth reached out and attached an origami penis to Kierak’s back.

Laughter erupted from the surrounding tables as Kierak stomped off, oblivious to the phallus decorating his retreating backside.

Soren shook his head and smiled. “You really shouldn’t wind him up.”

Jareth shrugged. “But it was funny.”

Alaric grinned. “It was.”
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Soren shifted on the central courtyard’s hard-packed earth, blinking against the harsh afternoon sun. A rangy recruit to his left picked at a scab on his elbow. Another flexed his hands, knuckles cracking loudly.

Soren scanned the dusty space enclosed by towering stone walls. Iron sconces stood empty, waiting to illuminate the grounds.

A small side door burst open with a crash that made several recruits jump. Framed in shadow stood a hulking figure, well over six feet tall.

The man’s face was a ruin of gnarled scar tissue and missing teeth. Several fingers on each hand were reduced to stumps. His nose bore the crooked imprint of many breaks, and his ears were malformed cauliflower lumps. “Some of you know me. Some of you don’t.” He spoke in a gravelly rasp. “My name’s Haldar and I’m the poor bastard who has to teach you lot to fight properly.”

Soren shuddered involuntarily.

Haldar’s eyes narrowed. “What, never seen an experienced assassin up close?” He rubbed a hand over his mangled features. “Get a few bumps and bruises over the years in this line of work.”

Soren mumbled an apology.

Haldar dismissed it with a grunt and began to pace in front of the recruits. “Today you spar. I’ll see your raw skills. Rotate partners each round.”

Haldar split Soren and Alaric up, assigning different partners. Alaric shot Soren a worried look but didn’t protest.

Soren shuffled into position across from a bald recruit, his pulse already quickening.

At Haldar’s order, the bald man charged like an enraged bull.

Soren scrambled backwards, narrowly avoiding a punch that whistled past his ear.

The recruit pressed his advantage, raining down hammer blows as Soren flailed to block and deflect.

Ducking under a roundhouse swing, Soren tried to recall anything from Alaric’s brief lesson. But his movements were clumsy compared to the other recruit’s brute force.

Soren knew he was outmatched in strength and skill. But he gritted his teeth and refused to yield, enduring hit after hit.

By the time Haldar called the end of the bout, Soren was bruised and gasping.

As the sparring matches wore on, Soren set his jaw against each new opponent.

His muscles burnt from the rapid-fire bouts, and his breath came in ragged bursts.

But Haldar’s barking voice propelled him back into the makeshift ring.

Chest heaving, Soren faced his next opponent. He forced leaden arms to raise and steeled himself for the pain.

Soren froze in surprise as Isolde stepped forward. Her slender frame and reserved demeanour caused him to hesitate. But as they began to circle each other, her posture shifted, shoulders loosening, her weight centred and balanced.

She exploded into motion, a blur of lean muscle.

Before Soren could react, she darted forward, landing two lightning-quick strikes to his chest, which shot the wind out of him.

Staggering back, Soren blinked through the sting, stunned by Isolde’s unexpected speed and precision.

She moved with the fluidity of a viper, no motion wasted.

Shaking off the shock, Soren raised his arms and settled into a defensive posture. But trying to track Isolde’s movements was like grasping at smoke.

She weaved past his slower punches with ease, redirecting his momentum and sending him lurching off balance. In the same instant, her fists shot out, landing sharp jabs to his exposed ribs and kidneys.

Soren started second-guessing each twitch of his muscles, always a step behind her onslaught.

A minute of helpless flailing passed before her bony elbow slammed into his sternum, striking with enough force to bounce him off the ground.

Lungs empty and ears ringing, Soren stumbled back to his feet and shook his head to clear his vision.

Isolde slid into a neutral stance, bouncing lightly on her toes, her dark eyes betraying no hint of emotion.

Wincing against the blossoming pain in his chest, Soren raised his fists once more.

Isolde’s shin connected with his ribs, folding him over with a burst of white-hot pain.

He hit the dirt hard, breath exploding from his lungs in a ragged gasp.

Flat on his back, he blinked up at the pale sky.

Around him, the other recruits watched, stone-faced.

Soren rolled to his side and dragged himself upright on quivering legs.

He met Isolde’s impassive gaze and raised his arms once more.

Haldar gave a grunt that might have been approval.

Chin high, Soren limped towards Isolde with fists raised as sweat stung his eyes.

Isolde tilted her head, surprise flashing across her face. Then her mask of composure returned and she dived in.

This time, Soren pivoted and deflected her strike, landing a sharp counterblow to her shoulder that made her eyes widen.

Buoyed, he pressed the momentary advantage, forcing Isolde onto the defensive.

He ducked and weaved, striking at unguarded angles.

Isolde struggled to counter his renewed movements.

When Haldar finally called time, Soren’s chest heaved.

“The stronger fighter doesn’t always triumph,” Haldar said. “Resilience and unpredictability can even the scales.”

Soren stood taller at the subtle praise. Isolde gave him a small nod and a smile.
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After the evening meal, Soren made his way back to his room, every muscle burning and bruised from the day’s endless sparring matches. He shuffled to his door, longing for sleep.

He forced a smile at Alaric, who leant against his doorframe with a pained groan. “I don’t think I can take another late-night session. Feels like my limbs are barely attached at this point.”

Soren nodded as he fished for his key. “I know the feeling. But we need to keep pushing through the pain if we’re going to get answers.”

Alaric stood silent for a moment, his gaze fixed on a point in the middle distance. He shook his head and blinked. “Do you really think we’re doing the right thing here? Following the guild’s orders, learning to...to kill?”

Soren met his eyes. “We weren’t exactly given much choice. It’s the only path left to us. I need to know who had my father murdered, no matter the cost.” His jaw tightened. “For now, we keep our heads down and our eyes open.”

Alaric managed a small smile.

They bid each other good night before retreating behind their respective doors.

Soren collapsed onto his bed, his body battered and bruised and beyond tired. He closed his eyes and surrendered to exhaustion.
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Soren stifled a yawn as he and Alaric made their way along the corridor with Dienerin. “I’m exhausted already.”

Alaric grunted in agreement, his shoulders slumped.

Dienerin led them into a cavernous room and then flew away.

Soren noted racks of practice daggers and dummies. Braziers illuminated the space with flickering firelight that glinted off the array of blades.

The other recruits were lined up in front of a scowling Varus. Soren and Alaric went to join them.

“Present your blade.”

Soren drew his dagger for inspection and copied the other recruits, holding it flat on his palms. With mounting dread, Soren recalled he had not cleaned it since receiving the blade.

When Varus reached Soren, his eyes narrowed at the dull edge. He seized the hilt and held it up, yellow torchlight highlighting every imperfection. “What is this pathetic display? I gave explicit orders to maintain your weapons in perfect condition.”

Soren’s mouth went dry. “My apologies, sir. I forgot—”

“Forgot?” Varus narrowed his eyes. “Such negligence marks you as either lazy or incompetent. Both shall get you killed.” He turned and flung Soren’s dagger at the nearest dummy. “Retrieve it. You’ll sharpen and polish it until it gleams. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Soren hurried to obey. He had already seen what this man could do.

“You disrespect me and you disrespect the guild when you fail to take care of your equipment.”

“But, sir, we’ve hardly had these a day—”

“Silence.” Varus’s lip curled into a twisted sneer. “Your pitiful justifications only highlight incompetence. An assassin’s blade must be flawless at all times.” He jabbed a finger towards an open area of the hall. “Fifty push-ups. Then laps around the room until I say stop.”

With no choice but to obey, Soren dropped down and began pumping his aching arms up and down.

When Varus inspected Alaric’s blade, Alaric joined Soren, his face twisted in a pained grimace.

By thirty push-ups, Soren’s muscles screamed for mercy. But Varus’s whip cracked inches from his fingers, spurring him on to fifty.

“Up. Start running, you sluggish worms.”

Soren and Alaric staggered to their feet and began jogging around the hall’s perimeter.

Varus kept them at it for nearly twenty minutes until they were red-faced and drenched in sweat. “Maybe next time you’ll think twice before such foolish oversights.”

Soren doubled over, gasping.

Varus turned to the other recruits. “Take this lesson to heart—negligence and weakness shall not be tolerated here.”

Soren sagged against the wall, his limbs aching and clothes soaked through. Every breath sent stitches through his sides. Nearby, Alaric looked on the verge of collapse, his face grey with exhaustion.

“Don’t just stand there.” Varus gestured to them both. “Take a weapon and get to a dummy.”

“Yes, sir.” Soren peeled himself off the wall and shambled over to the weapons racks, selecting a lightweight training dagger.

Taking position at a straw dummy, he raised his blade with trembling arms, his swings clumsy and weak. Beside him, Alaric hacked away at his own target.

Varus walked down the line of recruits and pulled a dozen aside. He pointed at Soren and Alaric. “You two. Come.”

Varus marched over to a corner of the hall. “It seems you lack basic dagger techniques.” Varus unsheathed his blade with ease. “Master these fundamentals before all else.”

The recruits clustered around as Varus demonstrated a proper fighting stance—feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent, dagger held at eye level, pointed forward.

Soren mirrored the posture.

“Advancing on your foe, use short, controlled steps to manoeuvre.” His feet glided across the stone floor. “Keep your weight balanced and core engaged.”

Soren shuffled forward, his right foot sliding up to meet the left, his left advancing again.

“The forward thrust is one of your primary attacks.” Varus lunged, driving his dagger into a dummy’s chest, and pulled back to the starting position.

Soren copied the precise strike and return, feeling the movements flow like hammer and chisel on stone, the dagger an extension of his arm.

“Overhead strike to cleave downward.” Varus demonstrated, his dagger arcing from above.

Soren repeated, visualising the curve of the blade slicing through the air.

They moved through more basic manoeuvres—side slashes, backwards stabs, and parries.

Soren’s exhaustion faded, his focus captured by each new lesson. His artist’s eye grasped the forms, transforming Varus’s instructions into a fluid technique.

“Again!”

Soren complied, envisioning each strike as a purposeful chip on stone.

He incorporated feints and pivots into the sequence, finding a rhythm, despite his leaden limbs.

Varus nodded at Soren. “You have just enough skill to be salvageable. Keep practising those fundamentals.”

Soren continued repeating the exercises as Varus drilled the basics into him.

As the training session wore on, Soren’s movements became more fluid, more precise.

Beside him, Alaric lost the wildness of his early swings, exhibiting more control and balance. His footwork grew surer, his steps measured as he circled his dummy.

In synchronised drills with the other recruits, Soren noticed their forms now matched the group. They moved as one with the rest, steel flashing in unison.

Varus shouted rapid commands, testing their reflexes.

While some fumbled, Soren reacted on instinct, his blade finding the correct positions.

“Enough. You all show marginal improvement.” His gaze lingered on Soren and Alaric. “Some more than others, it seems.”

Soren stood taller at the subtle praise, a flicker of pride cutting through the haze of fatigue.
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Soren shuffled into the crowded mess hall. The queue for hot food stretched nearly out of the door.

Grabbing a loaf of crusty bread and a wedge of pungent cheese, he waved off Alaric’s call to wait together.

“I need to clean my dagger before Varus catches me unprepared again,” he explained over his shoulder, already turning to leave.
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Shutting his door, Soren set the bread and cheese aside. He then retrieved his dagger, cloth, and sharpening stone.

He inspected the blade for any specks of dirt or imperfection. The metal bore a series of minute notches and scratches.

Soren wet a cloth and wiped away the grime clinging to the hilt and guard. He held the dagger up, angling it to catch the light, revealing every flaw in the steel.

Soren drew the whetstone down the edge, applying just the right pressure to hone the blade without removing too much metal.

The rhythmic rasp soothed his mind even as it refreshed his aching muscles.

As the blade took on a mirror finish, Soren’s thoughts drifted to Varus’s harsh scolding. He resolved to treat his blade as an extension of himself from now on—caring for it, honing it, wielding it with purpose.

When no more imperfections marred the dagger’s keen edge, Soren set it down with a satisfied nod and allowed himself to eat.

Popping the last bit of bread into his mouth, he gave the weapon a final inspection, ensuring no speck of dirt or imperfection remained.

He slid the dagger back into its sheath, and a knock sounded at his door.

Soren took a deep breath, smoothed his tunic, and stepped into the hall where Dienerin waited.

“Come, then.” Dienerin fluttered off down the corridor.

Holding back a sigh, Soren followed her into the gloom and joined the other recruits as she led them down a dank staircase into maze-like underground halls lit by guttering torches.

A wiry man emerged from the shadows to greet them, moving with a dancer’s grace. A black eyepatch covered his right eye, leaving a single dark orb to scrutinise each of them in turn. “I am Master Rolan.” He spoke in little more than a whisper. “I will instruct you in the art of becoming a shadow.”

Rolan paced before them, his footsteps silent, his hands folded behind his back. “To blend into darkness requires foundational skills. Situational awareness. Patience. Impeccable timing.” He paused, staring at them with his single, piercing eye.

Isolde raised her hand. “How does one cultivate awareness in unfamiliar environments?”

“Study your surroundings. Note every detail, every sound, every smell. Soon, anomalies will stand out. It requires patience, always patience.”

Nia scoffed. “Seems like a waste of time.”

Rolan flicked a hand out and caught her wrist. “Patience allows control. Rushing leads to mistakes.” He released her and smiled.

Nia’s cheeks coloured, but she held her tongue.

Rolan turned and beckoned them towards the maze entrance. “Now you will learn patience under pressure. Come.”

Exchanging an uneasy glance with Alaric, Soren followed Rolan into the gloom.

Rolan gestured to the dark, twisting passages ahead. “Your task is to navigate to the other side without triggering any traps.” He tapped a nearby wooden post adorned with bells that let out a shrill jangle. “Traps like these are interspersed throughout the course. Stealth requires silence. Any noise will alert your foes.” Rolan’s stare swept over them. “Are there any questions?”

Soren’s pulse quickened as he eyed the shadowy maze.

Ganrel smoothed his tunic and grinned. “This should be fun.”

Jareth simply blinked, his face impassive.

Alaric sidled up to Soren and leant close. “Better than getting beaten bloody in the training yard.”

“Very well.” Rolan beckoned them inside. “Begin.”

Taking a deep breath, Soren focused his senses as he crossed the threshold into darkness, letting his eyes adjust.

Step by silent step, he made his way forward, the others fading into shadows around him.

Ganrel strode ahead, only to yelp as his boot crunched down on a brittle twig, sending an attached bell clanging.

“Foolish.” Rolan’s voice echoed from the shadows. “That arrogance will kill you.”

Chastened, Ganrel joined back at the rear as Isolde slid past, moving through the initial tight turns and drops.

Jareth ghosted along several paces behind.

Alaric seemed to struggle on the uneven floor, cursing under his breath.

Soren exchanged brief glances with Nia, recognising a kindred instinct for stealth.

With subtle hand signals, they took turns scouting the path, guiding each other past bells and traps.

A shout rang out as Alaric stumbled ahead.

But Soren kept his focus, each step bringing him deeper into the darkness.

Caught up in the thrill of progressing undetected, Soren broke from Nia to scout ahead alone.

At a fork, he veered left down an unexplored passage. But a few steps in, his foot snagged a nearly invisible wire stretched across the floor.

A bell above his head rang out, the shrill reverberations echoing through the maze.

Rolan materialised from the gloom, his expression unreadable. “Do not let eagerness make you careless. Patience. Caution. You must embed them as instinct.”

Soren nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

He reset his focus as Rolan led him back into the maze to try again.

This time, he kept Isolde’s graceful movements in his periphery, analysing her steps.

When they reached a fork, he gestured for Alaric to go one way while he took the other path. “Careful this time.”

Alaric nodded, his jaw set.

Soren advanced on bent knees, testing each footfall before committing his weight. He scanned every inch of shadow, alert for the glint of wires or outlines of traps.

As much as it pained him, he forced himself not to rush ahead, each shuffle forward an exercise in patience.

Around a corner, the maze end came into view, bathed in torch glow.

Soren quickened his pace, maintaining caution.

With an exhale of relief, he emerged unscathed.

Seconds later, Alaric stepped out too.

Rolan appeared and said nothing.

The others trickled out in pairs, and together they all turned towards their instructor.

As Rolan scrutinised each recruit in turn, his stern face betrayed nothing. “You are already beginning to understand. But mastery requires persistence. Again we will run the maze, and again, until success is guaranteed.”
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The damp chill of the underground maze had settled into Soren’s bones by the time they made their way to the mess hall.

As they ate, recruits laughed amid mouthfuls of stew and exchanged animated tales of mishaps in the maze.

Ganrel leant across the table. “We should head to the common room after this. Play cards, swap stories. Creation knows we deserve it.”

Murmurs of agreement went up. But Soren had set his mind on collapsing into bed.

Alaric nudged him. “Oh, come on, live a little. It’s just one night.”

Soren wavered, but Alaric won out. “Alright, one round of cards can’t hurt.”

Alaric clapped his shoulder. “We need to take whatever bright spots we can in this place.”

Finishing up, Soren and the others ventured to the common room, trading laughs and jests along the way. In this other world, it was almost possible to forget what had set this in motion.

The recruits settled onto the worn sofas and chairs scattered haphazardly around the vaulted common room.

Flickering torchlight glinted off the polished wooden deck as Ganrel shuffled the cards with practised ease. “The game’s called Fate’s Hand.” He outlined the ranking of suits and the goal of acquiring the highest ‘Fate’ card. “It relies on cunning, deception, and reading your opponents.”

Ganrel demonstrated a round of betting and drawing, his smile never faltering as he bluffed and discarded. Isolde corrected him on a minor rule regarding scoring ties, to which he conceded.

Ganrel distributed the cards among them.

Soren surveyed his hand, keeping his face blank. He had much to learn in the art of deception. But the game intrigued him with its emphasis on reading people.

Settling into the lumpy sofa, Soren listened as Ganrel explained the rules in his smooth, conversational way. But Soren’s attention divided, his gaze drifting to study the others’ reactions.

Jareth nodded along.

Nia drummed her free hand on the table. “Yes, yes, we get it—can we play now?”

“Patience, patience.” Ganrel tutted with a crooked grin. “An assassin must have iron discipline in all matters—cards included.”

Nia rolled her eyes and turned to Alaric. “He just loves hearing himself talk. Probably cheats too, sleazy bastard.”

“Now, now.” Ganrel shook his head. “Mind that tongue before it gets you in trouble.” His smile remained, but his eyes glinted.

Nia met his gaze and stuck out her tongue.

Isolde watched the exchange, her fingers tracing her ever-present journal.

Soren filed away the power dynamics at play. Here, as in training, they jockeyed for dominance, probing for weaknesses. “Right, so, how do we begin?”

The first round began and jokes mixed with strategic bets and bluffs.

When Nia bet all her coins, Ganrel chuckled. “I admire your bravado, misplaced as it may be.”

Nia shot back an obscene hand gesture.

Alaric looked between his cards and the pile of mounting coins, his nostrils twitching.

“Never try to cheat a scoundrel, my friend.” Ganrel smiled at Alaric. “Best fold now and save your coin.”

Soren sensed Alaric’s tells easily, subtly exploiting them while hiding his own cards.

In the end, Isolde revealed a queen of spades to sweep the pot, to everyone’s surprise. “Beginner’s luck.” She offered a sly smile, gathering her winnings.

The cheerful atmosphere chilled as Kierak strode in, flanked as always by his cronies. His muscular frame seemed to fill the space, the flickering torchlight glinting off the old scar tracing his cheek. “Well, isn’t this cosy?” His cold eyes raked over the frozen card players. “Having a bit of fun while you can, are you?”

Ganrel yawned and reshuffled the cards. “Care to join us for a round, Kierak?” His tone was pleasant but his gaze remained watchful.

Kierak snorted. “As if I’d waste time with children’s games.” His gaze landed on Jareth, who was engrossed in his origami. “You...” Kierak narrowed his eyes, advancing on him. “I know it was you who stuck that thing on my back.”

Jareth’s head jerked up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Like the void you don’t.” Kierak loomed over him. “It’s always the quiet ones, isn’t it?” He snatched the half-folded parchment from Jareth’s hands, crushing it in his fist.

Around the room, the other recruits watched with bated breath.

Nia was the first to crack, a muffled snort escaping before she dissolved into laughter. “I wish I’d seen his face when he found it.” She wheezed between fits of giggling. “Bet he looked like he’d shat himself.”

The tension shattered as the rest joined her laughter.

Kierak grabbed a fistful of Jareth’s tunic. “You think that’s funny, do you? We’ll see who’s laughing when I rearrange that smug face of yours.”

Jareth paled. “Come on, it was just a stupid joke—”

Kierak slammed him back down into the chair.

Soren tensed, ready to intervene. Around him, the others watched.

“Can’t take a joke, Kierak?” Ganrel spoke up, his tone light. “No need to get violent over some foolish prank.”

Kierak whirled on him. “Stay out of this.” He turned back to Jareth, fist raised. “I’m going to teach this cretin a lesson.”

Jareth flinched.

But the blow never came.

Nia darted forward and delivered a sharp kick to the back of Kierak’s knee. He stumbled with a pained grunt.

“That’s enough, dickhead,” Nia snapped. “Unless you want a matching scar on the other cheek?”

Kierak’s lips peeled back in a feral snarl and Nia struck out again.

Kierak whirled and seized her leg. With a savage twist, he wrenched her off balance, sending her crashing to the floor.

Before anyone could react, Kierak turned back to Jareth.

Jareth tried to scramble away, but Kierak caught him by the throat in a chokehold.

“No more jokes now, is there?” Kierak tightened his grip.

Jareth’s face purpled as he clawed in vain at the muscular arm.

Soren moved to help, but Ganrel caught his arm in warning. “This is Jareth’s fight, not ours.”

Jareth’s struggles grew feeble as Kierak maintained his chokehold.

Jareth went limp, his legs buckling beneath him.

Kierak released his unconscious victim, letting the body slump to the floor.

For a moment, no one breathed.

Kierak stood over Jareth, his chest heaving.

Soren’s gut twisted at the sight of Jareth. Bile burnt his throat. He had to do something, had to intervene before this went further.

But as he tensed to act, Ganrel’s grip clenched his arm, halting any movement.

A flicker of motion snagged Soren’s eye as Nia slipped Kierak’s dagger from its sheath. The blade came free without a sound, with none but Soren noticing the lift.

Nia shifted her weight, poised to strike. Her eyes narrowed, focused on Kierak’s hulking back.

Soren tensed as Ganrel’s grip remained an iron vice on his arm.

Nia’s fingers curled around the dagger’s grip, her body coiled tight.

Soren prepared to wrench his arm away, to act. But Nia caught his eye, shook her head once.

Swallowing his protest, Soren waited, motionless.

Kierak turned from Jareth and scanned the room with a sneer. “Cross me again, and you’ll get worse than him.”

He kicked Jareth’s leg, eliciting no response. He stalked from the common room, recruits scrambling out of his path.

Soren rushed to Jareth’s side. Alaric knelt across from him, his face taut.

They turned Jareth over. His head sagged, his breaths coming in faint wheezes.

Soren’s chest constricted. “Go get a healer, quickly!”

Two recruits sprinted from the room.

Nia appeared at Soren’s shoulder, pressing a cool rag to Jareth’s forehead, her fingers trembling.

Ganrel joined them, his expression grim. “Is he alright?”

Soren glanced at the bruise forming around Jareth’s neck and shrugged.

Guilt gnawed at Soren. He should have acted sooner. He should have stopped Kierak before this happened. Instead, he’d stood there, passive and pathetic.

Soren clenched his jaw. He would not stand idle again. Not if he could help it.

As the panic ebbed, an uneasy silence filled the common room. Recruits clustered around Jareth, helpless until the healers arrived.

Nia cleared her throat. “At least I got this.” She held up Kierak’s dagger. “I wonder how Varus will react when he finds out that lumbering oaf has lost it?”

Alaric snorted, shaking his head.

Soren grinned, in spite of himself.

By the time the healers arrived, Jareth was already stirring.
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Soren and Alaric trudged down the dim corridor between their quarters, the chaos from the common room fading behind them.

Adrenaline still hummed through Soren’s veins, his muscles wound tight.

Alaric rubbed his eyes, looking as weary as Soren felt.

Neither spoke as they walked. Silence lingered.

Reaching Alaric’s door, they paused. “Well, that was...something.”

Soren huffed a tired laugh. “That’s one word for it.”

“Some of the others seem alright. Nia’s got spirit. Ganrel too, in his own dodgy way.”

Soren nodded. “They’ve got our backs, I think. As much as anyone can here.”

Alaric yawned and shook his head. “I’m beyond knackered. Doubt I’ll sleep a wink, though.”

“Me neither. But we need to try.”

As Alaric made to close his door, Soren put a hand out to stop him.

“Best clean your dagger before sleep.”

Alaric nodded, shuffling into his room. “Right you are.”

“I wonder what tomorrow holds for us?”

“More blisters and bruises, no doubt.” Alaric’s smile faded. “And whatever Kierak has planned.”

The door closed, leaving Soren alone in the corridor. He stood for a moment, steeling himself.

He retired to his quarters to seize what rest he could. For several moments, he breathed, letting the chaos of the day drain away.

Soren set his dagger aside and lay back, staring at the ceiling. He thought of home, of comfort and light. Those days were gone. Before him lay death and shadows.

He closed his eyes, weariness creeping through his limbs, and he thought of his father.

Whatever lay ahead, he would do what must be done in the name of justice, in the name of vengeance.
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The early morning sun shone down on the training yard as Soren shuffled into line with the other recruits.

An obstacle course sprawled before them—warped walls, rope nets, balance beams, suspended rings.

At the head of the group stood a slender woman with silver hair tied back in intricate braids, sinewed muscles cording her bare arms. “I am called Master Zephyra.” She spoke in an accent unfamiliar to Soren, her words tumbling out in punctuated jerks. “I am to push your skills. They will fall beyond their limits.”

Zephyra’s piercing gaze swept over the recruits and she strode over to the first obstacle. “This here...” She rapped her knuckles on the angled wooden planks. “This will demand explosive power from legs to scale.”

She moved on to a towering construction of ropes and beams. “Rope net requires total body strength. Arms must pull while legs push. No other way up.” Zephyra mimed climbing with sharp, forceful movements.

She gestured to a series of narrow beams suspended over mud pits. “Balance under great stress is vital. Poise, control, courage—all you will test.”

She hopped up onto one of the beams, traversing its length with her arms extended. “Fear of falling, fear of failure—you must crush these enemies.”

She jumped down and landed in silence. “Creation—she does not care. Conquer yourself, conquer the course.”

Soren gazed across the course and clenched his fists tight. How in the void was he supposed to do this?

“Every obstacle targets weak point. Charges you to harden mind, body, spirit.” Zephyra’s eyes blazed with intensity. “We will not stop until success is claimed. Are there questions?”

Soren and the others shook their heads.

“Fail obstacle and you will repeat, repeat, repeat until success achieved. Now begin.”

Ganrel stepped to the front, radiating easy confidence. “Allow me.”

Zephyra’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded permission.

Ganrel exploded forward with startling speed and agility. He cleared obstacles with graceful leaps and pulls, making it all look effortless.

He crossed the finish in a blistering time, grinning as he made his return. “Shall I go again?”

Zephyra gave him an appraising look but said nothing. She beckoned the next recruit forward.

Isolde stepped up, her brow creased in concentration as she studied each obstacle. Her approach was clinical and meticulous. Though she lacked Ganrel’s grace, her strength and stamina showed as she manoeuvred through each test with apparent ease.

Soren realised he would need equal parts speed, strategy, and stubbornness to complete this course.

Jareth stood motionless at the starting line, his face an inscrutable mask. At Zephyra’s signal, he flowed forward, economical in his movements. His progress seemed smooth until a tricky series of suspended rings thwarted him. There, his hand slipped as he transitioned.

He landed awkwardly in a puff of dust, eliciting a bark of laughter from Nia.

“Again.”

Jareth got to his feet, rubbed his bruised neck, and began that section of the course again, taking each ring in turn before racing to the finish line.

When Nia’s turn came, she broke into a sprint.

Rather than stay on the main path, she darted left, scaling the rope ladder to bypass several obstacles.

Zephyra’s mouth opened to admonish her, then snapped shut.

Nia crossed the finishing line and sauntered back to the group.

“You did not complete course.” Zephyra returned Nia’s smile. “But you are bold and show intellect.”

Soren sucked in a steadying breath as Zephyra called him forward.

He battled through the agility tests, vaulting and ducking with precision. But the warped wall required explosive power beyond his capabilities.

After two failed attempts, Soren’s lungs burnt as he backed up once again.

With a burst of determination, he sprinted forward and somehow found the strength to crest the wall.

He landed heavily but continued, his shoulders screaming from the effort.

Each obstacle provided a new challenge, but his focus narrowed only to the next one before him. How had the others made it look so easy?

As he crossed the finish line, he felt as if his lungs might burst.

When Alaric took his turn, his brute strength helped him scale obstacles that had taxed Soren. But he struggled in the balance trials, tense and hesitant.

His foot slipped off the final beam, sending him plunging into the mud.

“Again!” Zephyra pointed at the obstacle.

Alaric trudged back to the beginning and shook his head. “I can’t do it.”

“You can.” Soren hooked his arm. “Come on. We’ll do it together.”

They started side by side, lending each other stability and encouragement when one faltered.

Soren braced Alaric across the balance beams while Alaric provided the extra push needed to scale the high walls.

Though slow, their teamwork proved effective.

The other recruits looked on in surprise as Soren and Alaric crossed the finish line.

“Well done.” Zephyra folded her arms. “True strength sometimes lies in unity.”

Soren gripped Alaric’s shoulder.

“Covering another’s weakness is strength.” She raised a finger. “But the assassin works alone. You rely on yourself only.” Her steely gaze lingered on Soren and Alaric until they bowed their heads. “Eliminate weakness. You will not depend on others now.”

Soren nodded. “I understand.”

“Good.” She waved them away. “Now go. Eat!”
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Soren was halfway through devouring his bowl of stew when Kierak stormed into the mess hall. “Not this again.”

Ganrel smiled as Kierak marched towards their table. “Leave this to me.”

“Which one of you gutless worms stole my dagger?” He eyed Soren and the others in turn, his lip curled. “Don’t make me shake you all down.”

The recruits glanced around, feigning mild surprise as Nia hid a slight smirk behind her tankard.

Kierak pointed at Jareth. “It was you, wasn’t it? You want some more, do you? Maybe next time I won’t let go.”

Ganrel stepped between them, shaking his head in mock sadness. “Now, now Kierak. Perhaps you simply misplaced your blade? It can be hard keeping track of things at your...advanced age.”

The recruits chuckled.

“No need to blame others for your own forgetfulness.”

Kierak’s eyes narrowed, his scarred cheeks purpling. “You think this is funny?” He shoved Ganrel aside, rounding on Alaric. “What about you, you little prick?”

Alaric cocked an eyebrow. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

Soren hid a smirk.

Kierak squared up to Alaric, looming over him.

The mess hall fell silent.

Alaric sighed and rose to his feet. His fist shot out, connecting squarely with Kierak’s gut.

Kierak groaned and crumpled to the floor.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Then the hall erupted into the pounding of tables.

Alaric turned back to his food as if nothing had happened.

As they left, Ganrel sidled up next to Soren, his expression serious. “That was quite the bold move from your friend. You both best watch your backs.”
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Dienerin ushered Soren and the others into a windowless chamber lit by flickering greenish lamps. The cloying scent of herbs and minerals saturated the air. Shelves crammed with jars and bowls crowded every wall.

At the front of the room, a hunched figure turned to greet them with a gap-toothed smile. She wore thick leather gloves and a stained apron. “Welcome, welcome.” Her reedy voice seemed tinged with amusement. “I am Master Tamasin, and I will acquaint you with nature’s most lethal secrets.”

Ganrel shifted his feet, his fixed smile quivering at the corners. Nia eyed the contents of the shelves as if something might jump out at her at any moment. Isolde leant forward, already scribbling notes. While Jareth stood in the corner, his face unreadable.

Soren found himself drawn in by a sense of grim wonder.

Tamasin beckoned them forward. “Come, come. Let me tell you what my pretty little plants can do. Oh, the stories they could tell.” She plucked a sprig of purple flowers from a nearby shelf and held it up. “Monk’s hood, also called wolfsbane. Poison bleeds from every petal.” She leant in, her voice dropping to little more than a whisper. “Distil it just right and a single drop on the tongue brings excruciating demise within an hour. The afflicted will claw out their own throat to end the fire in their veins.”

Soren’s eyes grew wide. “Just from that flower?”

“Indeed.” She smiled at the plant. “Or mix it with datura to induce haunting hallucinations. The poor soul wanders lost in nightmares until their heart simply gives out.”

Isolde seemed the only other recruit to share Soren’s intrigue. “How many distinct poisons can be derived from a single plant?”

Tamasin tapped her chin. “Let me think...monk’s hood alone can provide at least six lethal concoctions and three non-lethal formulas. But I am sure there are more...” She shrugged to herself. “Now, for monk’s hood, I prefer using a copper still. The metal leeches out the most virulent compounds in the distillation process.”

She bustled around, lighting burners and gathering jars of dried leaves and petals. “You must take care to collect the purified liquid before it denatures from the heat.”

Tamasin went through the steps, explaining each part of the process while Soren observed.

Later, she gave them a tour of the drying racks, grinders, and shelves lining the walls.

She held up a jar of jet-black dust. “This powder made from black lotus seeds can trigger a seemingly natural heart failure when administered properly.”

Soren examined the jars, impressed by her encyclopaedic knowledge. There was terrible beauty in this power, almost magical—the ability to shape something as innocuous as a leaf or flower into a formidable tool of death.

“This paralytic powder is absorbed through the skin.” Tamasin held up a vial of greyish dust. “Just a pinch to turn your target’s limbs to useless meat.”

Soren glanced at Alaric, who looked as if he wanted to dart out of the room.

“This one is derived from the spotted toadstool. Incredibly toxic but flavourless and odourless.” Her eyes gleamed. “Untraceable in a cup of wine.”

Alaric shrank away whenever Tamasin waved a bottle near him. “This is madness. She’s talking about murder like picking flowers...”

Yet Soren found himself leaning in, fascinated rather than repulsed. Here was knowledge of terrible power, but power nonetheless.

“Poisons possess a beauty all their own, don’t you think?” Tamasin caressed a vial of amber liquid. “It is like seeing into the face of Creation. Such elegance in how they fell their victims. We must respect their power.”

Soren sensed Alaric shifting uneasily at his side.

“Now, to see if you have been listening.” Tamasin placed a tray of herbs, minerals, and vials before them. “Identify this poison’s components and uses.”

The others peered and sniffed hesitantly, but Soren considered the proportions and textures, relying on his sculptor’s eye for balance, shape, and composition.

When no one else spoke, he gestured to the tray. “The monk’s hood for obvious lethality, but it needs bulking out. Aconite leaves for stealth. This mineral to mask the flavour.” He pointed to each in turn.

Tamasin arched an eyebrow. “Well done. You show an aptitude for this.” She turned to the others. “You see? One must develop an artistic eye for the craft.”

Was there truly artistry in dealing death? Could conscience allow it?

Jareth gave him an appraising look but said nothing. Isolde seemed to recalibrate her assessment of Soren, scribbling rapid notes. Ganrel smoothed his features into a polite smile that didn’t reach his calculative eyes. Even Nia eyed him with newfound consideration.

Soren kept his stance relaxed, but his pulse quickened under the weight of their stares.

As Tamasin concluded the lesson, a sombre silence hung over the recruits. “Next session, you will craft your own special concoctions.” Tamasin grinned as the recruits filed out. “I look forward to seeing your creations.”
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The mess hall chatter felt muted after the lesson with Tamasin. Yet Ganrel again extended his invitation to the common room.

After a pause, Jareth gave a nod of agreement.

“You all go on ahead.” Soren offered a smile. “I’ll join you shortly.” He slipped away, food in hand, the day’s events weighing heavy on his mind.

Back in his quarters, Soren sank onto his bed and tore into the bread.

Power came in many forms—physical prowess, deception, mental acuity. He was gaining them all, yet resisted the urge to understand their purpose and consequences.

These lessons were to shape him and other recruits into living weapons. But what did that mean? How could this process not change him? Could he kill when the inevitable day arrived?

The questions plagued him, eroding the righteous fury that had carried him this far.

He needed clarity of vision to stay anchored against creeping doubt.

Hard truths lingered in the silence, taunting him from the shadows.

But he had to stay focused, had to stick the course. He could embrace his path or rail against it. What other choices did he have?

The methodical ritual of cleaning his dagger brought with it a sense of calm. Soren let the repetitive motions still his swirling thoughts.

But as the last speck of dirt cleared, weariness pressed down upon him.

The training over the past few days had sapped his reserves.

And as much as he enjoyed the camaraderie of the other recruits, an early night called to him.

Soren set aside the gleaming blade and lay back on his bed.

A sharp rap at the door made him freeze.

“Soren?” Dienerin’s muffled voice came through the door. “You are needed.”

With a groan and muttered curses to himself, he opened the door to find the wyvern flanked by the other recruits.

“No rest for the wicked, hmm?” Ganrel offered a sympathetic smile.

Soren shook his head and fell in step behind Dienerin, the others trailing along. Respite would have to wait a while longer.

Jaw clenched against his fatigue, he shuffled down the shadowy passage after her fluttering form.

Soren joined Alaric’s side. “What do you suppose this is about?”

“With our luck? Probably Kierak trying to get back at us.”

Nia groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me. That lumbering dickhead deserved the thrashing, but he’s too thick-headed to let it go.”

Ganrel gave a shrug. “In truth, we’ve probably all broken some rule or other by now. No use speculating...”

They continued in uneasy silence until Ganrel spoke again. “You know, we may do well to present a united front in all this. Whatever comes, we back each other.” He looked at each of them, his eyes intense.

Soren nodded.

The others followed suit.

Up ahead, Dienerin paused before a door, gesturing for them to enter.

As one, they crossed the threshold out into a moonlit courtyard. There, half-cloaked in shadow, waited Master Rolan.

Soren exchanged confused looks with the others as they approached him.

Rolan’s single eye reflected the torchlight as it appraised each of them. “You thought your day was through?”

When some recruits nodded, he gave a sly smile. “Instead, you will train. Lessons happen whenever required—such is our way. You must become shadows yourselves. Invisible until the moment of striking.” He began pacing before them, his lean frame coiled with restrained energy. “Tonight your task is straightforward—relieve the guards of their weapons without detection.”

Isolde raised a hand. “I thought theft wasn’t permitted here?”

Rolan’s mouth quirked in a half-smile. “Rules must adapt to the task. But you raise a key point...” He held up a forefinger. “No violence. Anyone caught resorting to force will face consequences.” His stare swept over them. “Begin when ready. But know the guards will show no lenience if you’re discovered...and I will deny all knowledge of this task. Proceed with care.”

With that, he melted back into the shadows, leaving the recruits glancing at each other.

Soren squeezed Alaric’s shoulder. “I’ve got an idea. Come on.”
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Soren’s palms prickled with sweat where they pressed against the icy rooftop tiles. The chill from the stone seeped through his clothes as he lay motionless, observing the guards below.

Their patrols appeared aimless, following no predictable routines.

One guard squinted up at the darkness, hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

Soren froze, his breath held until the guard continued.

He turned to Alaric. “See any patterns yet?”

Alaric shook his head. “Doesn’t seem they keep to any route. We’ll have to use extreme care.” His breath came out in faint puffs, his face drawn with cold.

They waited.

Soren’s body stiffened further as the cold stone leeched his vital warmth.

After a while, he spotted a bulky guard heading towards the barracks alone, his shoulders hunched, his gait slow and shambling.

He tapped Alaric and pointed.

Together, they crept to the roof’s edge.

The guard slowed further as he neared the barracks entrance, his head swivelling in a cursory glance around the empty courtyard.

Soren and Alaric dropped down into the deeper shadows by the door.

They pressed themselves flat as their mark shuffled inside unaware.

Soren put a hand on Alaric’s chest, halting him from following. “Let’s look around instead.”

Hugging the walls, Soren crept to a side window cracked open just enough to squeeze through.

Heart pounding, Soren slid inside, landing in muted darkness. Alaric followed.

Soren found himself in a small anteroom lined with bunks and footlockers. Snores rose from an adjacent chamber.

Treading softly, Soren moved to the door and peered through.

Shadowy forms shifted on bunks as off-duty guards slept.

Holding his breath, he withdrew and turned back to Alaric. His friend pointed towards a spiral staircase.

Soren hesitated, then nodded.

Up the stairs, the next floor held more bunks and a few private chambers.

Soren froze at approaching footsteps, but the lone guard passed, seemingly oblivious to their presence.

Pressing on, Soren discovered a records room crammed with books, maps, logs. He longed to linger and read them all, with a faint sliver of hope that he might discover some information about who hired his father’s killer.

“Come on.”

With reluctance, Soren followed Alaric out.

Creeping down the spiral steps, Soren halted. A dagger lay on the table below, its fine steel glinting.

Soren hastened on to reach for it.

“Oi! What’s this then?” A guard appeared from nowhere, fumbling for the shortsword at his belt.

Alaric snatched the dagger and yanked Soren towards the window.

Soren tumbled out as shouts arose behind them.

He sprinted across the courtyard, the rousing guards in pursuit.

Soren’s lungs burnt, but panic pushed him on.

After rounding a corner, Alaric pulled them into an alcove hidden in shadow.

Soren pressed himself flat, not daring to breathe as the guards raced past.

Endless seconds passed and the shouts faded.

Alaric met Soren’s eyes.

“Nice grab.” Soren laughed.

“Thanks,” Alaric said, grinning. “I wonder how the others got on.”

Soren shrugged as they both slipped from their hiding spot to make their way back to Rolan.
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Adrenaline still buzzed as they entered the courtyard.

Rolan emerged from the shadows, his face unreadable.

Alaric presented the stolen dagger with an awkward half-bow.

Soren held his breath, awaiting judgement.

Rolan turned the blade in his hands, inspecting it closely.

The silence stretched.

Rolan looked up, his one-eyed gaze moving between them. “Reckless. Foolish. But...” His stern façade cracked into a grin. “Also brilliantly bold.” He nodded. “Unorthodox thinking shows promise. Well done.”

Rolan dismissed them and Soren and Alaric headed back inside.

At Soren’s door, they paused.

Alaric leant against the wall, stifling a yawn. “I’m knackered. Going to sleep for a week after all that.”

“Me too. My legs feel like jelly.”

“Worth it, though. We showed them all tonight.” Alaric opened his door. “Rest up.”

Soren bid Alaric goodnight and collapsed onto his bed.

Limbs aching, he lay in his clothes and boots, too tired to care.
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13.
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Soren and at least thirty other recruits gathered in the stone courtyard for their archery lesson. Nearby, wooden targets bristled with arrows from past training sessions.

Master Varus strode up bearing a longbow, his flinty eyes sweeping over them. “Today you will begin learning the bow. I expect precise technique. I have no patience for flailing and guesswork.”

Soren shifted his weight as Varus demonstrated the proper stance—feet planted shoulder-width, body sideways to the target.

Varus nocked an arrow and drew the string back.

The arrow thudded into the bullseye, earning gasps from some recruits.

On Varus’s signal, Soren joined the other recruits to collect a longbow.

He eyed the rack warily as Varus directed each recruit to select a bow.

As he picked up a longbow, Soren frowned—the recurved weapon looked elegant yet foreign in his hands, so unlike the balanced comfort of a sculpting knife.

He ran a hand along the polished grip and lifted the bow, testing its heft and flex.

“Stance is vital.” Varus turned sideways to the target. “Draw across your body for maximum power.”

With fluid ease, Varus nocked another arrow, his right hand drawing the string back to his ear in one smooth motion.

Then the arrow loosed with a snap, flying straight and true into the bullseye.

When Soren’s turn came, the unfamiliar weapon felt clumsy in his hands.

He lined up his shot as best he could and released the string.

His first arrows skewered the dirt, missing the target.

Varus’s glare burnt into him.

Soren paused, clearing his mind before nocking again. He narrowed his focus just to the target, imagining he was sculpting its surface with each arrow’s tip.

His movements smoothed. The arrowhead traced a graceful arc before burying itself at the target’s edge.

But it hit, and Soren found himself smiling.

Varus shook his head. “Again, recruit. Aim for the centre, not its frame.”

“Yes, sir.” Jaw set, Soren obeyed, envisioning each shot as a focused strike against stone.

Soren’s next shots went wide, thudding into the wall beyond the target as titters arose from watching recruits.

He flushed, fumbling to nock another arrow.

But Soren took a deep breath and pictured the target’s rings as contours to shape, the arrowhead as a chisel, etching lines.

Tuning out the distracting laughter, he narrowed his sight, and with an exhalation, he loosed again.

The arrow struck true, quivering near the target’s centre.

Over the next few hours, Soren fell into a rhythmic trance. Nock, draw, loose—each arrow forming an ever-tightening cluster around the centre.

When Soren loosed an arrow straight into the bull’s-eye, murmurs rippled through the onlookers.

“Enough!” Varus’s command sliced through the morning air, interrupting Soren’s flow. “Present daggers for inspection.”

The recruits scrambled to retrieve their daggers. Soren held his out flat on his palms, the blade glinting in the sunlight, honed and oiled.

Varus took it, eyeing the dagger’s edge. “Well-maintained.” He handed it back. “Keep it up.”

When Varus reached Kierak, the bulky youth shuffled his feet. “My blade’s been stolen, sir.”

Varus went still. “Stolen?” He tilted his head. “Or misplaced through incompetence?”

Kierak reddened. “No, sir, someone took it. I swear in the eyes of Creation.”

“Save your pathetic excuses. You forget a weapon is an extension of self. Losing it shames only you.”

Kierak fell silent under Varus’s scorn.

Varus grasped Kierak’s shoulder, his knuckles white. “Since you refuse responsibility, pain will teach the lesson.”

Kierak’s protests died as two guards seized him, tore off his tunic, and bound his wrists to a post dressed in only his leggings.

Varus unfurled a barbed whip, flexing it between his hands. Without a word, he drew back and lashed Kierak’s exposed back.

Soren winced at the crack.

Over whimpers, the whip sang nine more times, splattering the dirt red.

When the guards cut Kierak loose, he collapsed to one knee, his face twisting as a healer emerged to clean his wounds.

“Let this remind you all of the price of failure.” Varus curled the bloodied whip and turned on his heel.

The recruits stood frozen, the day’s successes fading into nothing.
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The mess hall thrummed with hushed excitement as Soren joined the queue for lunch. All around him, recruits whispered and gestured while recounting the morning’s events.

“That whip was like thunder.” Alaric shook his head. “Can’t believe he didn’t scream.”

Soren grimaced and grabbed some bread and cold cuts from the counter. His appetite had vanished, but he needed to eat.

Weaving between benches, Soren spotted one table reenacting the beating, laughing as they mimicked Kierak and Varus.

Bile rose in his throat.

Ducking out of the mess hall, Soren hurried back towards his quarters.

The image of Kierak’s brutal punishment etched itself behind his eyes, impossible to forget.

What terrified him most was how many of the recruits had taken grim satisfaction in the vicious discipline. Did they care nothing for humanity? Would he lose himself in this place too? The questions needled his mind as he jogged along the corridors.

Soren turned a corner and froze.

Kierak stood blocking the hallway, flanked by his usual pair of sneering companions. He fixed Soren with a glare, his movements tentative. “Think I don’t know it was you who stole my dagger?”

“That wasn’t me.”

Kierak sniffed. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t have your damn dagger.” Soren made to push past, but Kierak seized a fistful of his tunic, slamming him against the wall. “Liar.”

“Get off me.” Soren shoved back, but Kierak’s bulk kept him pinned as he drew back a fist.

Soren struck out, aiming a swing at Kierak’s neck.

Hands seized his wrists before he struck, Kierak’s companions pinning Soren against the wall.

“I don’t have your dagger, I swear it.”

“Liar!”

Soren squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for impact and praying someone would intervene.

Kierak’s fist crashed into Soren’s jaw.

Pain exploded through his skull, stars bursting across his vision. He sagged, dazed, as Kierak slammed him against the wall again.

Soren tried to shield himself from the onslaught of enraged blows raining down upon him.

But it was no good.

He tried to squirm away, but Kierak grabbed his throat, throttling the breath from him.

Darkness encroached on his vision as he scratched feebly at the vice-like grip.

Just as he felt himself blacking out, Kierak hurled him aside.

Soren hit the floor hard, his head cracking against stone.

Gasping, he tried to rise, to plead reason one last time. But Kierak towered over him, his red knuckles slick.

A vicious kick to the ribs left Soren curled on the floor, coughing blood.

He barely registered Kierak leaning down and wrenching his dagger from its sheath.

“I’ll be taking this until I get mine back.”

Kierak turned the blade in his hands while Soren watched helplessly through his swollen eye.

With a last contemptuous look, Kierak stomped down the hall, his companions falling in behind him.

Alone, Soren struggled to rise, sharp agony lancing at him in waves. He leant heavily against the wall, his thoughts a jumble through the throbbing haze of pain.

The attack had left him weaponless and beaten.

But it seemed no bones were broken. Soren limped down the hall. He needed to regain his dagger and do something about Kierak so this never happened again.

But in his current state, taking any direct action seemed impossible.

Jaw clenched against the pain, Soren made for his room.

He would attend to his wounds, restore his strength, then set his mind towards retrieving what was taken from him.

Kierak would pay for this.
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That afternoon, Soren shuffled into the anatomy room, fresh bruises throbbing on his cheeks. Dried blood still crusted his split lower lip.

Alaric’s eyes widened. “What happened to you?”

“Kierak.” He gestured to his empty sheath. “He took my dagger.”

“Bastard.” Alaric shook his head. “You need a healer.”

Soren waved Alaric away. “I’m fine. Nothing serious.” Though each word sent new spikes of pain through his throbbing skull.

The other recruits clustered around Soren, their voices overlapping in anger.

“This cannot stand.” Ganrel narrowed his eyes at some point in the distance. “We must teach that brainless oaf a lesson in respect.”

The others murmured agreement.

But Soren raised a hand. “Please, leave it be. We don’t want to make things worse.”

“You can’t show weakness here.” Ganrel set his jaw. “It invites further abuse.”

Before Soren could argue further, the oak door swung open to admit Master Quillon, wheeling a trolley before him.

The anatomist’s gaze swept over Soren’s battered form and he grinned. “Perfect.” He released his grip on the trolley and eyed Soren through thick lenses. “An impromptu opportunity to review traumatic injuries, it seems.” He gestured towards Soren’s bruised face. “Observe the bilateral periorbital haematomas—a clear sign of repeated blunt force.”

He indicated the crusted gash on Soren’s swollen lip. “Laceration caused by trauma, likely from a ring or other adornment, judging by the pattern.”

Turning to the other recruits, Quillon arched an eyebrow. “Based on these presentations, what preliminary conclusions might we draw about the origin of his injuries?”

Isolde raised her hand. “The wounds indicate a sustained assault by a larger individual, based on the distribution across his face and neck. Potentially someone with a grudge or score to settle.”

“A fair deduction.” Quillon nodded and glanced at Soren. “Would you care to elaborate for the class?”

Soren shifted his feet. “Just...had a bit of a tussle with Kierak earlier. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“On the contrary, much can be gleaned from studying to mitigate trauma. Now, what other conjectures might we make?”

The recruits exchanged uneasy looks but played along, analysing Soren’s wounds with detached fascination at Quillon’s direction.

All the while, Soren struggled to keep ahold of his composure. Fury simmered beneath his placid exterior. He breathed slowly.

Once Quillon finished with Soren, he whisked the shroud off the cadaver awaiting on the trolley.

Soren edged closer with a vague flicker of recognition—this was another recruit.

“Today we examine vital pressure points and nerve clusters within the body.”

With a slender blade, Quillon traced along the corpse’s limbs and torso. “A precise strike here, at the brachial plexus, will paralyse the arm. The radial nerve, when severed, induces excruciating pain.” He repositioned the cadaver’s head, indicating the pallid throat. “A blade inserted—just so—will sever the spinal column at the cervical vertebrae, inducing immediate death.”

Soren committed every vulnerable point to memory and forced himself to pay attention as Quillon illustrated more vulnerable anatomical targets—the celiac plexus, the median nerve, the carotid artery.

Beside him, Isolde scribbled each point in her notebook. She raised a hand. “And striking here, at the stellate ganglion, would also induce immediate unconsciousness, would it not?”

Quillon smiled. “Precisely—you’re demonstrating a keen intellect, recruit.”

If Kierak came for him again, Soren would be ready. A single well-aimed blow to any of these points would drop him before he could inflict another beating.

As Quillon concluded the lesson, Soren lingered, asking further questions to cement his newfound knowledge.

Quillon surveyed him, his expression unreadable. “Your determination today was admirable. However, neglecting your health would be unwise.” He placed a slender book in Soren’s hands. “Study this at your leisure. And do take appropriate time to rest and heal.”

Soren dipped his head. “Thank you, sir. I will.”

Quillon gave a single nod and swept from the room.

Clutching the book to his chest, Soren hurried to his quarters, touched by Quillon’s gesture.
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Sinking onto his bed, Soren opened the first page, despite the protests of his aching body. He became engrossed in intricate diagrams of nerves and pressure points.

He would take Quillon’s advice, eventually—after he had committed these teachings to memory. He refused to be a victim again.

A knock at his door roused him, and he dreaded what Dienerin had for him next.

He opened the door to find Alaric and Ganrel.

Alaric gestured behind him. “You coming to the common room?”

Soren shook his head. “Quillon said I should rest.”

“You can rest when you’re dead,” Ganrel said. “Come on.”

Soren let out a sigh. “Fine.”
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Soren’s thoughts raced as he stared at his cards. A dagger, two masks, a five of coins, and a seven of shadows. Useful, but he’d have to play carefully.

Around the table, the others considered their hands, faces taut.

“I’ll take two.” Isolde slid a pair from her hand to the discard pile.

Ganrel, the dealer, passed two replacements from the deck. Isolde kept her expression neutral as she rearranged her hand.

“Right, I’ll start.” Nia plucked a card from the deck. “And I’ll play this set of daggers.” She laid the three cards face up.

“Well struck for ten points.” Ganrel inclined his head and tallied her score.

Eyes narrowed, Alaric drew next and discarded. “Your play, Soren.”

Soren considered his cards. With Nia’s daggers in play, his own would be useless now. Better to bide his time. “I’ll draw.”

The game continued, the recruits making cautious plays, hesitant to overcommit.

Soren played his seven of shadows alongside Nia’s.

Ganrel stroked his chin, observing the cards laid out before him. “An interesting quandary we find ourselves in. Perhaps the wisest play is to return Kierak’s dagger and quell this conflict.”

Around the table, eyes darted towards Nia. She kept her gaze fixed steadily on her cards.

“Come now, no need for further antagonism.” Ganrel shrugged a shoulder. “What’s done is done.”

Nia’s eyes flashed as she slapped a card down. “I didn’t nick his dagger for fun. I was making a point.”

Ganrel held up his hands. “We must also consider what is best for the collective, beyond ourselves.”

“Don’t act like this is just some philosophical debate.” Nia jabbed her finger at Ganrel. “You weren’t the one beaten to a pulp.”

Soren cleared his throat. “I provoked him. The fault is all mine.”

Nia shot Soren a glare, and a silence settled over the table.

Jareth’s quiet voice cut through. “We should help Soren get his dagger back. You all saw what happened.”

Isolde set her cards down. “Jareth has the right of it. If we do nothing, it’s only a matter of time before Kierak lashes out again.” Her voice hardened. “He already tried his luck with Alaric. And he hurt Soren today. Tomorrow, it could be any of us. We must act together.”

The recruits exchanged conflicted looks. But, one by one, reluctant agreement registered on their faces.

Ganrel gave a nod.

“I’m in.” Nia clenched her fist.

Soren’s throat tightened. “I don’t deserve such kindness. But I will repay this, I swear it.”

“We’ll need a distraction,” Ganrel said. “Draw Kierak and his cronies away while Soren retrieves the dagger.”

Isolde shook her head. “Stealth would serve us better. Wait until he’s asleep, avoid detection.”

“We should let Soren decide, since it’s his dagger,” Jareth said.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Nia scoffed. “It should be a surprise. Throw in a bit of public humiliation too.”

Alaric looked between the other recruits. “How do we keep this from the instructors, though?”

The group exchanged uneasy looks. Before anyone could respond, Dienerin fluttered into the room.

“You are summoned, recruits. Come at once.”
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Soren followed the others into the expansive room filled with plush sofas and sturdy worktables.

Small groups of men and women clustered around the furniture, speaking in hushed tones that echoed off the arched ceiling.

At the head of the room stood a sharp-featured woman, her inscrutable eyes sweeping over the new arrivals. “Welcome. I am Master Elysia, instructor of subtle arts crucial to our work. Eavesdropping, interrogation, intelligence gathering.” She clasped her hands. “Today you will begin learning two essential skills—listening, and reading body language.” She examined her painted fingernails. “What people do not say, what they try to hide, often reveals more than their words. You must learn to hear and see the deeper truth.”

Soren shifted under her piercing gaze, his pulse quickening.

“Form pairs.” Elysia’s voice softened. “We have much ground to cover if you wish to avoid being someone else’s unwitting pawn.”

Soren turned to Alaric and nodded.

“The exchanges around you are not idle chatter. Each conversation contains pieces of intelligence vital to the security of our guild. It is up to you to decipher body language, listen closely, and extract this information.” Elysia paced the room like a prowling cat. “Trust no perceived innocence. See underneath the underneath, as we say. You have one hour.” With that, she gave a curt nod and the conversations resumed.

Soren took a steadying breath, focusing his senses.

Beside him, Alaric grinned. “Right then, we’d better get listening.”

As the conversations resumed, recruits dispersed, carefully observing the exchanges around them.

Soren wended slowly, his injuries still paining him.

He approached a pair nearby—an older man speaking to a younger woman trying to edge away.

In their subtle movements, Soren recognised authority in the man, nervousness in the woman.

The man leant forward, his hand gripping the woman’s arm tightly. “You must understand, this cannot leave the guild.”

The woman avoided his penetrating stare. “I know...I would never...”

Soren’s eyes narrowed, reading the unspoken manipulation. He moved closer.

“...the shipment routes must be protected...”

“...if the ledger gets out, we’re all compromised...”

The young woman’s eyes constantly flicked to the exits, her partner adopting a compassionate tone at odds with his domineering body language.

Piece by piece, Soren assembled a troubling whole. Supply lines threatened, a ledger containing damaging secrets, high stakes, and deception.

Soren found himself moving between groups, his pain forgotten.

His artist’s eye discerned nuances and microexpressions.

He was well-practised in patience, attentive to the smallest of details.

When Elysia called time, the recruits reassembled.

“Did you gather the story?”

Ganrel and Nia looked away, and Isolde and Jareth shook their heads. Alaric shifted his weight, his gaze fixed to the floor.

Soren raised a hand. “I believe Alaric and I have gleaned some valuable intelligence from the exchanges.”

Elysia gestured for him to proceed.

“There seems to be threats to certain supply routes, mentioned in multiple conversations. I also overheard something about a ledger containing damaging secrets that they fear getting out.”

“And what else?”

“Evidence of manipulation or coercion within the guild ranks. A man pressuring a woman to remain silent about something. Veiled threats made to keep individuals compliant.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“It was their body language and unspoken cues. The man used a gentle tone but he was intimidating her. The woman acted subordinate and afraid.” Soren hesitated. “Dissent and mistrust seem to have taken root. Maybe a conspiracy being carefully concealed.”

Elysia contemplated him for a long moment. “Those are significant allegations. But your instincts are sound. Something ill lurks in our midst.” She smiled. “Well done. Soren, isn’t it?”

Soren nodded. “It was Alaric as much as me. We did it, thanks to teamwork.” He clapped his friend on the back.

Alaric frowned. “I’m not sure—”

“Come on, Alaric. No false modesty. You were crucial to our success.” He turned back to Elysia. “We complement each other. Alaric has wisdom that I lack.”

Elysia studied them for a moment before nodding. “Very well.”
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At the lesson’s end, Elysia surveyed the recruits. “Well done to all of you.” Her sharp gaze lingered on Soren. “Some of you show natural aptitude for subtle observation, and the rest of you show great promise. This was your first lesson, and I believe you all have the potential to become great.” She turned to Alaric, her eyes narrowed. “Others clearly require much additional practise, regardless of what their partner claims.”

Alaric’s shoulders sagged.

“Mind your weaknesses, for others will exploit them if you do not.” Elysia paced before them. “These are essential to our work. They can mean the difference between success and exposure, life and death.”

When she dismissed them, the recruits departed in silence.
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Soren paused outside his door as Alaric turned to him, his features etched with frustration.

“Some showing I made back there.” He leaned against the wall. “Elysia’s right, I’m useless at all that subtle crap.”

Soren squeezed his shoulder. “We all have weaknesses. You best me in combat every time.”

“Maybe. Some comfort, though, since we’re likely to die from poison before facing a fight.” Alaric’s frown deepened. “How do you make it look so easy, anyway?”

“Just takes patience. You’ve got to really watch and listen. You’ll get there.” Soren stifled a yawn. “For now, rest. We’ve earned it.”

Alaric turned to his room. “See you tomorrow, then.”

“Tomorrow,” Soren said, letting himself into his room.

Soren peeled off his tunic, wincing as deep bruises mottled his ribs. Prodding his tender face, he sank onto his thin mattress.

By candlelight, he opened Master Quillon’s gift. As he turned the pages, revelation dawned.

These lessons were connected. Elysia’s teachings would complement Quillon’s, as they would the instructions in stealth, athletics, poisons, and weapons, blending together to shape him into a new form entirely.

An assassin. A killer.

Eyelids heavy, Soren closed the book.

Dawn would bring fresh trials, new lessons in the assassin’s dark art.

He had chosen this path and would see it through to the bitter end. What other choice did he have?
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14.


[image: image]


The next morning, Soren followed the others into Master Tamasin’s domain. Myriad vials and bottles clustered along shelves. Tinctures, tonics, and salves of every hue.

Tamasin swept in, her palms raised. “Today, we discuss antidotes.” Her wide eyes glinted. “To truly command a poison, you must also control its cure.” She gestured to the shelves. “Herein lies an array of solutions to halt toxic fates.” Selecting a scarlet vial, she held it up. “Note how the antidote mirrors the toxin’s composition—scarlet petals to counteract the monk’s hood distillate.”

Tamasin went on to explain about balancing ingredients, concluding her lecture with a grin. “Now, let us get to work crafting some antidotes ourselves.”

She shepherded the recruits to the long tables set up with bubbling vials, burnt spoons, and piles of ingredients. “I want to see what you’ve learnt.”

At Tamasin’s direction, the recruits split into pairs to craft their first antidote under her watchful eye.

Soren and Alaric took their place at a worktable equipped with herbs and a small burner.

“Right, let’s see what we’re dealing with.” Alaric squinted at the assortment of ingredients.

Soren set to work, his hands moving with confidence as he sorted through the flowers and mineral flakes, considering proportions and textures.

Alaric leant close to the worktable. “Are you sure about the amounts?”

“Trust me, it’s about balance.”

At the next table, Nia’s impatience grew as her attempted antidote refused to blend correctly. “This is stupid.” She threw up her hands and stormed from the room.

Her partner, Isolde, remained unmoved, hunched over her journal, scribbling between adjustments to her bubbling vial as purple fumes leaked from her equipment.

Soren’s eyes widened. “Isolde, wait—” The vial erupted in a flash of light and smoke.

Coughing recruits waved away the cloud billowing through the room.

Tamasin walked by, shaking her head. “Back to basics, recruit.”

Across the room, Ganrel and Jareth shared curses as their own concoction turned a sickly green, emitting a powerful stench. “Clearly I’m no apothecary.” Ganrel pushed the vial away, holding his nose as Jareth laughed.

With Alaric standing back, Soren incorporated each ingredient with steady hands. As the others flailed, his solution took on a clear, ruby tone.

“At last, someone competent.” Tamasin tapped Soren’s vial.

Soren shifted his weight. “I just did what you said.”

“You did. Very well done.”

Bringing the lesson to a close, Tamasin swept her gaze across the recruits. “You have all shown promise today in your own ways.” Her eyes lingered on Soren. “Some exhibit more natural talents than others. But skills can be honed through diligence. In time, you will discover your own strengths. Focus efforts there, while shoring up weaknesses.”

Alaric leant close to Soren. “Yeah, like not storming off when things don’t go your way.”

Tamasin glared at him. “A recruit stormed off when her work became frustrating.” She inclined her head. “Whereas another recruit stood back and watched. And that other recruit didn’t even try. Which is worse?”

Alaric stared down at the floor.

Soren raised his chin. “We worked together.”

“Nonsense.” She waved a hand. “You protect your friend too much. In the guild and beyond, you must be prepared for any eventuality. Equip yourselves accordingly, in mind and body. And sometimes that means cutting off those things that are holding you back. Now go.”
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Soren slid onto the bench beside Alaric in the crowded mess hall and dug into the beef stew.

Nia slammed her bowl down as she sat.

Ganrel gave her a questioning look.

“That was utter crap today.” Nia spoke through a mouthful of bread. “What’s the point of learning to heal people when we’re training to kill?”

Soren shrugged. “What if we’re the victims of a poisoner?”

“I’d be more careful than that.” Nia took a long swig of ale.

Jareth inclined his head at her. “You know your drink’s poisoned, right?”

She sprayed a mouthful of ale across the table at him.

Jareth jumped back and raised his hands. “I was joking.”

Nia grinned. “I know.”

Soren toyed with his meal before looking up at the others. “I need to figure out how to get my dagger back. I don’t want Varus catching me unarmed.”

“We’ll get it back, don’t worry,” Alaric said.

Ganrel nodded. “We will all help.”

“Yeah.” Nia raised her cup. “Anything to show that smug prick he can’t mess with us.”

Isolde tapped her chin. “Agreed. But we need a plan.”

Alaric gestured past them as Dienerin approached. “I think our plans will have to wait.”
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Soren glanced around as Dienerin led the group of recruits out of the fortress gates for the first time since their arrival, looming stone walls making way for rugged ground.

They hiked in silence through the sparse pine forest, needles crunching underfoot, the scent of sap sharp in the brisk air.

“Where’s that stupid wyvern taking us?” Nia asked.

“You will see soon enough.” Dienerin turned to her. “We are expected shortly.”

The others exchanged uneasy looks but continued.

When Soren spotted a dilapidated cabin nestled in the trees ahead, a prickle of apprehension crept down his spine.

Dienerin landed on the cabin’s sagging porch and tapped on the door with a wing-tip before launching into the air, heading back in the direction of the fortress.

A lean man with a lined face and iron-grey hair stepped from inside, clad in roughspun robes. He scanned each recruit in turn as they assembled before him. “I am Savarin.” He spoke in a low rumble. “I will instruct you in survival’s most fundamental lessons.”

A flutter of movement caught Soren’s attention as a tiny wyvern, no bigger than a sparrow, landed on the cabin roof, its emerald wings shimmering as it peered down at the recruits.

“And this is Breeze.” Savarin gestured to the wyvern. “She has been a great companion through many seasons in the wilds.” He reached up and stroked Breeze’s jaw and she chittered in response. “She’s why you must learn to harness nature’s provisions.” Savarin turned back to the recruits. “Out here, your survival depends upon your wits and will alone.”

Soren shifted under Savarin’s piercing gaze.

“To survive the elements, you must learn to work with them. You do not master them. You cannot master them. But they can be your ally.” Savarin gestured to a nearby clearing. “Today, you will build shelters using only the forest’s provisions.”

Soren scanned the landscape and nodded.

Savarin clapped his hands. “I want to see what you can do. Go.”

Soren gathered fallen pine boughs, dry grasses, and supple branches. The shelter took shape in his mind as he wove the components together, considering their form, function, and balance.

Nearby, Alaric cursed under his breath as his crude lean-to collapsed again. But he kept trying, slowly constructing a serviceable refuge.

Ganrel crafted an elegant dome framework that left him exposed. Isolde’s shelter was modest but sound. But Jareth and Nia struggled to build anything resembling a shelter.

By late afternoon, Soren sat back surveying his finished shelter—sturdy, insulated, and sized to his frame.

Savarin inspected each recruit’s efforts in turn, lingering at Soren’s shelter. “Well designed. Well hidden. Remember, the wilderness gives much, for those willing to see its gifts.”

Soren bowed his head. “Thank you, sir.”

“Now, we make fire as our ancestors once did.” Savarin gathered the recruits around a ring of stones. He demonstrated striking flint stones together near a bundle of kindling, coaxing forth a small flame.

Soren and the other recruits foraged for materials. Soren chose a simple friction approach, twirling a stick rapidly between his palms against a notched plank. Before long, wisps of smoke emerged, then tiny flames that he carefully nurtured into fire.

Alaric muttered curses until he too succeeded.

As they sat together around the flickering flames, Savarin cleared his throat. “Water means survival. You must develop skill at finding and purifying it.”

At his direction, the recruits left the campfire’s warmth, fanning out into the shadowy trees.

Some distance uphill, a faint gurgling reached Soren’s ears. He paused, holding up his free hand to signal Alaric into silence, while his bucket swung in his other.

They crept towards the sound, leaves crunching underfoot.

Nestled between mossy boulders, a tiny spring bubbled up, trickling into a clear pool. Soren knelt to scoop water from the stream.

They headed back and joined the others who returned with sloshing buckets of murky liquid from stagnant ponds.

Ganrel returned empty-handed, his fine leather boots caked in mud.

Savarin appraised each recruit’s success before turning to Soren. “Well done. The flow keeps it fresh. You must filter and purify it to remove all threats.”

Savarin showed them how to filter and boil the water with hot stones until pure and potable. Isolde proved adept, carefully following each step. But Ganrel grew impatient as his water refused to clear.

“The wilderness makes equals of all,” Savarin said. “You must accept that.”

Ganrel persevered until presenting a drinkable sample.

“Now we forage.” Savarin beckoned them deeper into the lush forest. He knelt by a fern and traced his fingers along the curled shoots. “Fiddlehead ferns—edible when harvested young.”

Ganrel hung back, his lip curled. “You won’t catch me scrounging through the muck for weeds and bugs.”

Soren shrugged and bit into a tangy oxalis leaf. “More for us, then.”

Isolde and Jareth foraged in tandem, learning from each other’s finds. Even Nia tasted various plants with wary curiosity.

Kneeling by a rotted log, Savarin pointed to wriggling grubs in the moist wood. “Agave worms. A good source of fat and protein.”

Soren wrinkled his nose at the idea of eating such things, but he knew this knowledge could mean the difference between survival and starvation.

As dusk’s shadows lengthened across the forest floor, uneasy glances passed between the recruits.

Soren swallowed. “Do you think we’ll make it back in the dark?”

“Possibly.” Alaric glanced up at the sky. “Hard to navigate with all these trees in the way.”

Savarin raised a hand. “You will camp here tonight.”

Ganrel scowled. “What? Here? In the forest?”

“You have a shelter. You have a fire. You can find food and water. What else do you need?”

“A bed.”

Savarin nodded. “Make one. The forest is your ally.”

“But...but what if it rains?”

“You will learn the value of good shelter.”

Ganrel’s eyes widened. “And bugs. What about bugs? What if one crawls on my face while I’m sleeping?”

Savarin shook his head. “You must become accustomed to hardship. A guild member trusts only their own provisions and skills. You should gather what you need before night is fully upon us.”

With muttered complaints, the recruits gathered materials for bedding and fire. Alaric harvested pine boughs while Soren scavenged for dry tinder.

As night descended around their camp, the recruits gathered with their backs to the fire.

Savarin presented scenarios to probe their survival instincts. “A blizzard strikes your camp, lasts for days. What provisions must you have to endure?”

“It would be useful to stockpile non-perishable rations,” Isolde said.

“Good.” Savarin turned to Ganrel. “What else?”

“Use pine boughs to shore up insulation in the shelters.”

“Soren?”

“I don’t know. Maybe keep a pot of water simmering so it doesn’t freeze. You could melt snow for drinking water.”

“Ooh,” Nia cut in. “Maybe you could build shelters for firewood. Keep it dry.”

Savarin pushed out his bottom lip. “Very good.”

Through Savarin’s questions, a strategy took shape through their combined input.

“Well reasoned, recruits. Always anticipate and prepare.”

They continued tackling situations late into the night—navigating flooding, evading predators, foraging in drought. Together, they devised and debated solutions.

Savarin heated a pot of foul-smelling liquid and poured it into an earthenware jug. “A hot drink to end the day. Careful, it’s strong.” He passed the steaming jug around.

Soren sipped, the potent liquor scalding his tongue and searing a trail down his throat. Tendrils of warmth unfurled within him. “This is strong stuff.”

Savarin smiled. “My own brew. The guild frown upon alcohol, but on nights like these...”

Laughter and jokes arose as they passed the jug around.

“What brought you to the guild?” Savarin asked.

Soren and Alaric shared their tale of vengeance.

When prompted to speak, Ganrel let out a sigh. “My father’s a politician in Welttor. He taught me much around power and influence. Joining the guild seemed expedient for making useful connections.”

Nia snorted. “Bollocks. If you wanted power, you’d have Daddy help you meet the right people.” She shook her head and folded her arms. “Nah. It’s something else.”

“Fine.” Ganrel narrowed his eyes. “Maybe another motive has haunted me since childhood.” He gave a sheepish grin. “I was enthralled by tales of the Red Assassin, endlessly reenacting her cunning deeds. In time, that fascination warped into something...darker.”

Alaric raised the jug. “To our questionable life choices, then.”

Laughing, they passed the jug around, taking deep swigs.

Soren studied Ganrel, reminded of how little they still knew about each other’s pasts.

Ganrel turned his gaze on Isolde. “What’s your story? How did you end up here?”

Isolde gave a half-smile from across the flames. “I was a novice at the Welttor Institute. I was studying to become a scholar.”

Soren’s eyebrows raised. “But you left?”

Isolde nodded, her eyes downcast. “The academic life felt too restrictive. I yearned for adventure, to apply my learning in more practical ways.” She shrugged. “So I escaped my parents’ chosen path for me and went seeking my own way forward.” She examined her fingernails. “And here I am.”

Alaric raised the jug again. “To forging our own futures, then.”

Soren studied the flickering shadows playing across Isolde’s pensive face.

Ganrel turned to Jareth. “What about you?”

Jareth shook his head and gestured towards Nia, his hands folding a sheet of paper.

Nia stared into the jug and took a long swig. “I grew up in the tunnels of Nordturm after my folks died. Had to rely on my wits and quick hands to survive.” She gave a bitter chuckle. “Got pretty good at thieving and trickery. Became apprentice to the city’s best burglar, honing my talents. But then the bastard got himself caught and hanged.” She let out a long sigh and passed the jug to Jareth. “Didn’t fancy the same fate, so I decided to try my luck with the guild. Trained my whole life in sneakin’—can’t really do much else.”

No one spoke as Nia leant forward and rubbed her hands near the flames.

Jareth took a long swig and nodded. “I hail from a once-noble house, now destitute after...an indiscretion.” Jareth’s eyes grew distant in the firelight. “I watch, listen, learn—tools to restore our lost prestige.” He handed the jug to Alaric and held up an origami wyvern, its wings delicately outstretched. “This art preserves fading memories of gilded halls. And one day, I will walk them again.” He refolded the paper wyvern with nimble fingers and fell back into silence.

“To new lives and redemption,” Alaric said.

As the others cheered and drank, Soren studied their faces as if seeing them for the first time.

As the bitter liquor ran dry and embers ate away the fire’s heart, weariness descended on the recruits.

They dispersed to rest in their crude shelters, their movements sluggish through the alcohol haze.

Alaric lingered as the others departed. “Room for one more in yours? Mine looks ready to collapse.”

“Of course.” Soren held up the pine-bough door.

They lay side by side on the hard-packed earth in silence.

Soren’s mind swirled with all they had shared. What lives and dreams had they left behind?

As exhaustion claimed him, he felt Alaric shift closer until they lay back to back against the chill, the sounds of the forest filling the night.
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Soren shivered, his breath misting in the chill morning air. All around him, the pine forest lay silent except for the twittering of birds in the grey dawn light.

With aching muscles and stiff joints, he crawled from his makeshift shelter. He stood slowly, flexing feeling back into his limbs.

The conversations around last night’s fire still lingered in his mind. He saw his fellow recruits in a new light. What other hidden depths remained to be revealed?

Soren prodded the embers of last night’s fire, coaxing a small flame to life as the others still slept in their shelters.

He rubbed his hands against the meagre warmth, wondering what Savarin had in store for them.

He gathered up dry twigs and fallen branches, fraying their ends to create tinder. From the base of a rotten stump, he scraped away a pile of dry pine needles, wincing as the rough bark grated against his fingers.

Once he had assembled a sizeable pile, Soren arranged the tinder into a makeshift nest inside the fire pit.

Gently, he blew on the fragile ember, feeding it dry grass and twigs until it blossomed into flame.

Soren built up the fire, filling the air with warmth and crackling light.

No doubt drawn by its glow, the other recruits emerged from their shelters, bleary-eyed and shambling.

Nia approached first, holding her hands out towards the flames. “Nice work. My fingers were turning blue.”

Isolde joined her, smiling up at Soren as she warmed herself. “Yes, thank you for sparing us that tedious flint-striking.”

The others murmured quiet thanks as they clustered around the fire.

Ganrel clapped Soren’s shoulder as he passed. “Seems we have much to learn still about surviving the elements.”

“My pleasure. I’m sure we’ll need our strength today if Savarin has anything to do with it.”

Ganrel gestured past him. “Speaking of which...”

Savarin emerged from his cabin and smiled. “Well done, you’ve survived the night’s exposure.” He inspected each of their faces. “The first trial is behind you now.”

Soren rolled stiffness out of his neck and hoped that had been their only night of exposure.

“Today’s task is simple. Make your way back to the fortress.” Savarin waved a hand towards the dense forest surrounding them. “I’m sure you all recall the route you took.”

The recruits glanced around uneasily. Soren had followed Dienerin, as had become his custom. How much attention had he paid to their path?

A faint smile played on Savarin’s lips. “Safe travels.”

Without another word, he disappeared into his cabin, leaving Soren and the others staring at the treeline.

“Right, then.” Nia stood, clapping her hands together. “No use dallying. Let’s figure this out, shall we?”

“We came from the north, I’m quite sure of it,” Ganrel said.

Isolde frowned, scanning their surroundings. “Are you certain? I believe we approached from the east.”

“You’re both wrong.” Nia pointed her dagger towards the trees. “It was that way, through the thickest part of the forest.”

Soren shook his head. “Did anyone actually notice which way we were going, or were we all just following Dienerin?”

“This is getting us nowhere.” Ganrel folded his arms. “Clearly my sense of direction is most reliable. I say we go north, along that ridge.”

Nia snorted. “Oh, yes, clearly your pompous opinion trumps all.” She gave an exaggerated bow. “By all means, lead us.”

Ganrel’s eye twitched. “I certainly have the best grasp of navigation. Perhaps if you contain your hysterical outbursts, we may yet find our way.”

“Hysterical?” Nia put her hands on her hips. “At least I’m not an arrogant blowhard who doesn’t know his arse from his elbow.”

Ganrel pinched the bridge of his nose. “Your meaningless prattle solves nothing.”

“Meaningless prattle?” Nia’s voice rose. “I’ll show you meaningless when I stick my boot up your backside.”

Soren and Jareth raised their eyebrows at one another as the bickering continued.

“They’ll tire themselves out eventually,” Jareth murmured under his breath.

Soren sighed, watching Ganrel and Nia trade increasingly colourful insults. “We may be here awhile. Best get comfortable.”

Jareth sat on a fallen log, looking ready to wait this out.

“Enough!” Isolde’s voice cut through the din. “We go north. But cautiously. Agreed?”

Ganrel gave a nod. “It seems a reasonable plan.”
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Trudging beneath the dense pines, Soren noted little but leaves and shadows. He kept his bearings by glimpsing the ridge through the trunks, ever on their left.

Soren focused on the ground, avoiding loose rocks or exposed roots. But a creeping unease took hold in his gut.

Up ahead lay a fallen oak, its bark weathered and coated in lichen. “I’m sure we passed that earlier.”

Alaric shook his head. “Nah. It’s just a tree. They all look the same.”

Soren slowed, his frown deepening as he gestured to a mossy boulder. “That too.” He scanned the trees and sighed. “I swear we’ve gone in a circle.”

Alaric gave a slow nod. “I think you’re right. That boulder does look very familiar.” He pivoted, studying their surroundings. “Could we have got turned around somehow?”

Soren’s heart sank. “Seems we’ve been following a circuit this whole time.”

Alaric sighed, running a hand through his matted hair. “Then we need to get back on course. But which way is east now?”

“Should’ve brought a spool of twine to mark our way,” Nia said. “It’s bloody ridiculous.”

“Getting emotional serves no one.” Ganrel held up a hand. “We’re on course, there’s no need to panic.”

When Soren spotted a lightning-split oak they had definitely passed hours ago, silence fell heavy on the group.

“We’re lost.” Nia stared at the split tree. “We’re going to bloody die in this bloody forest and there’s nothing we can do.”

Alaric shifted, determination creeping into his expression. “I can climb one of these taller pines, get my bearings from a higher vantage.”

“You think that’s a good idea?”

“I’ve been up enough masts, haven’t I?”

Before Soren could protest more, Alaric selected the tallest fir and shimmied up the trunk with ease.

Soren craned his neck, watching Alaric ascend until he was just a dark speck against the clouds.

Shifting weight from one foot to another, Soren alternated between hope and dread.

“I see the fortress.” Alaric pointed in the direction. “Bear northeast, towards the twin-peaked mountain.”

When Alaric reached the ground, Soren squeezed his shoulder. “Good work.”

“It was nothing. Just wish I’d thought of it sooner.”

The group set off.

“No more bloody trees all looking the bloody same,” Nia said, ducking beneath a fir.

“All part of being a genius.” Alaric grinned. “What can I say?”

“Don’t get cocky. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut sometimes.”

Their laughter echoed through the woods, each step bringing them closer to the fortress.

Isolde fell into stride beside Soren. “You’re fortunate to have a friend like Alaric watching your back.”

Soren nodded. “We keep each other going.”

As the fortress walls came into view through the trees, Ganrel sidled up alongside Soren. “Well, seems your simple friend has his uses after all.”

Soren bristled, rounding on Ganrel with narrowed eyes. “Mind that tongue of yours before someone cuts it out.”

Ganrel blinked at Soren then held up his hands. “I meant no offence. He showed clever resourcefulness today. I didn’t know he had that in him.” He looked down at his hands. “If we’d kept following my route, we’d likely still be lost.” Ganrel dipped his head. “Please convey my genuine gratitude when you see fit. However it sounded, I am in his debt.”

“You should tell him yourself.”

Without offering a response, Ganrel quickened his pace ahead without a backwards glance.

Soren stared after him as they passed beneath the final line of trees and emerged before the fortress walls.

Before reaching the gates, Soren smiled at Alaric as Jareth stepped forward and presented him with a folded paper boat.

Alaric flushed but nodded.

As they crossed into the courtyard, a bell chimed out the midday hour.

Nia perked up. “Food! Wonder what grub they’ve got on offer?”

“It’s what comes after lunch that concerns me,” Soren said. “Doubt they’ll let us rest.”

Nia rolled her eyes. “You could have let me have one moment of hope before dashing it against the wall.”

Soren grinned. “And where would be the fun in that?”
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Soren trudged into the mess hall alongside the other recruits, dirt and debris from the forest still clinging to his boots and leggings. Cutlery clinked against plates as muttered conversations carried between tables.

Soren took his mutton stew from the counter and sank onto the hard bench, his joints aching, his muscles spent. He alternated between famished bites and long draws of water.

“Could eat the whole pot myself.” Nia mopped up remnants of gravy with her bread.

Alaric gave a nod. “You could try. Wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of that bloke who serves us, though.”

“I heard he catches the food with his bare hands,” Nia said.

Alaric frowned. “That can’t be true, can it?”

“Maybe.” Soren picked at his stew.

“What’s up?”

“Huh?” Soren met Alaric’s gaze.

“You alright? You seem...distracted.”

“It’s my dagger, or lack thereof. If Varus finds out it’s missing...”

“You’re right.” Nia slapped her hand down on the table. “This has gone on long enough. We should get your blade back from that bastard before it’s too late.”

Soren shook his head. “It’s too risky.”

Nia pursed her lips and pointed at Soren. “The greater risk is doing nothing. We’ll find a way.”

Isolde set down her cup. “We need a subtle approach. Sleight of hand, not brute force.” She mimed deft movements. “If we create a distraction, I could swipe his dagger in the corridor.”

Soren’s brow furrowed. “Is that possible?”

“For me it is.”

But Nia shook her head. “And what if he notices before we have a chance to get clear?”

Ganrel waved a hand. “A trifling concern. I’m sure we could manufacture a suitable diversion.”

Nia sniffed. “Yeah. While he pummels Soren’s face in again, I’m sure.”

As they debated options, Jareth slid a folded paper dagger along the table towards Soren.

Soren picked it up with a rueful smile.

“We’ll need more ideas. No offence, Isolde, but your idea’s crap,” Nia said, tapping the table.

Isolde shrugged. “None taken.”

“I’ve got it.” Ganrel’s eyes lit up. “We distract Kierak with a forged message.”

“Tell me more,” Nia said.

“We could create an urgent summons from the masters, perhaps.” Ganrel rubbed his hands together. “Yes, something about a sensitive contract. Kierak loves feeling important. I’ll pen a letter sure to draw him away, while you infiltrate.”

Soren rubbed his chin. “What if he sees through it? He might be a brute, but he’s no fool.”

Isolde looked between Ganrel and Soren. “And we don’t know how the masters will respond to having their words forged.”

“This whole place”—Ganrel moved his hand in a sweeping motion—“is about deception and subterfuge. If anything, it will show our mettle.”

Nia propped her chin on her knuckles. “This reeks of over-complication. My old master used to say the best jobs are the simple ones. The more moving parts, the more chance things will turn to crap.”

Isolde shook her head decisively. “Nia’s right. The risks outweigh any potential benefits. We need a simpler, more certain plan.”

Ganrel leant back and sighed. “Fine. So, who’s got a better idea?”

Nia pushed her plate away. “I say we go to Kierak directly, corner him when his stupid friends aren’t around.”

Ganrel gestured at Soren’s slender frame. “There must be a six stone difference between them. Even with the element of surprise, Kierak could do real damage.”

Soren shifted, visions of his last beating still vivid. His healing ribs twinged in phantom pain.

A deep crease set on Nia’s brow. “We’d have numbers on our side. We could take him.”

Isolde frowned. “We’re risking much with a direct approach. There are too many uncertainties, too many opportunities for things to go wrong.”

Nia knocked back the last of her water. “Fine, you all make good points. It lacks subtlety. Yeah, yeah.”

Jareth set down his cup and went to speak. Soren nodded at him to say his piece.

“Perhaps caution should guide us. We must learn Kierak’s routines, find the optimal moment.”

Soren considered this.

“Getting the dagger is paramount, but we cannot be reckless.” Jareth folded his hands. “With diligence and patience, an opening will emerge.”

“That could take days we don’t have,” Nia said.

Ganrel tapped his chin. “She raises a fair point. We would need to learn his routines quickly.”

“It’s too risky,” Alaric said. “We could have Varus checking our daggers any moment. And with the masters having us running ragged, we won’t have time to follow him.”

Jareth nodded slowly. “You make an excellent argument. Perhaps a more direct approach is required, after all.”

Alaric leant forward. “What if we sneak into Kierak’s quarters after hours and take back the dagger while he’s asleep?”

“That could work.” Soren pushed out his bottom lip.

“I can pick the lock easy enough,” Nia said. “Between my light fingers and your stealth, we just might pull this off.”

Ganrel stroked his chin. “Alaric, I think you may have stumbled onto an elegant solution.”

“I think this might be our best chance,” Isolde said.

“I can have that door open quicker than blinking, no noise, no fuss.” Nia leant back and laced her fingers behind her head. “These old fortress locks are ancient and crude, anyway.”

Jareth cleared his throat. “We should map which corridors the night guards patrol. Their routes may vary.” He pulled out a folded sheet of parchment and began sketching a rough outline of the barracks and hallways.

Isolde tapped her chin. “And we must check for alarms or traps Kierak may have rigged.” She mimed tracing her hands along doorframes and walls. “Tripwires can be difficult to spot in shadow. But I will find them.”

Ganrel rested his chin on steepled fingers. “This whole scheme concerns me. Are we certain we can anticipate everything?”

“There are always risks,” Soren said. “But we will prepare enough to minimise them.”

“We should meet in the common room tonight and go from there,” Alaric said.

“Agreed.” Ganrel gestured to Dienerin, who had entered the mess hall and was gliding towards them. “We should talk about this later.”

Dienerin hovered at the table’s end. “Come, recruits. You’re expected at the next lesson.”

Nia rolled her eyes. “Don’t you lot ever tell us anything in advance?”

“As assassins, you must be prepared to mobilise at any moment, often without warning.”

Soren shared Nia’s frustration but saw the wyvern’s point. Their lives would no doubt demand constant readiness and adaptability.

Stifling his complaints, he followed Dienerin outside, his nerves prickling at the idea of Varus’s next inspection.
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Soren shuffled into the training yard. Around him, the other recruits bore haggard expressions. He wondered whether he looked like that too.

Before them stood an array of wooden beams, suspended at varying heights and angles. Some pivoted and rocked in the breeze.

Master Zephyra stepped forward, sunlight glinting off her braided hair. Her piercing gaze swept over the ragged recruits. “Today, we test balance.” Her accent curved the harsh vowels. “You will walk beams, blindfolded. Feel each step. Trust senses.” She held up a strip of dark cloth. “Sight is privilege, not a right. You will rely on instinct.” She pointed at Isolde. “You first. Show skill.”

Isolde stepped forward and took the blindfold from Zephyra’s hand. She stood motionless for a moment, her shoulders rising and falling as she took a deep, steadying breath.

Moving slowly, Isolde tied the cloth over her eyes. With deliberate care, she turned and reached out until her grasping fingers found the suspended beam. She paused, running her hand along its length.

She made her first tentative step onto the beam, her foot sliding along the wooden surface.

The beam wobbled under her weight.

Her breath caught, but she maintained balance.

Arms extended, she slid her other foot forward.

This time there was no wobble, just the smooth glide of progress as she found her rhythm, placing one foot in front of the other with growing poise.

But her foot slipped, and she fell to the ground, her hands smacking against the dirt as she rolled through her landing.

She tore off the blindfold and glared at the beam, muttering to herself.

“Again!” Zephyra pointed at the others, seemingly at random. “And you! And you!”

When Soren’s turn came, his mouth went dry. He took the blindfold, knotting it tightly over his eyes.

The world went black, his pulse echoing in his ears.

Drawing a shaky breath, he lifted one foot and felt for the beam.

As his weight shifted forward, the suspended plank wobbled.

His arms pinwheeled and he crashed to the ground, air bursting from his lungs. He tore off his blindfold.

“Again!”

Soren got up on his feet and went back to the starting point. There, he refixed his blindfold, grasped the beam, and steadied himself.

With care, he slid his other foot forward.

Then the next.

And the next.

Each step was a battle to find balance.

Sweat beaded beneath the blindfold as he fought to stay upright, his shoulders burning from the strain. He fell again.

On his third attempt, Soren adjusted to the swaying plank, exerting just enough counterweight as he crossed the beam with more confidence.

The beam slipped beneath him, and he tumbled headlong to the ground.

“Next!”

Nia wobbled across only a few feet before windmilling her arms with a yelp as she toppled off.

Ganrel fared little better, cursing as he overcorrected and stumbled sideways.

With slow caution, Jareth succeeded in traversing more than half the beam before falling while Zephyra watched on with folded arms, neither praising nor scolding.

Zephyra pointed at Alaric. “You!”

Alaric stepped up and tied on the blindfold without hesitation.

He moved onto the beam with grace, placing one foot in front of the other. His outstretched hands adjusted with slight shifts.

Reaching the beam’s end, Alaric turned and retraced his steps, never faltering.

Zephyra arched an eyebrow, nodding as Alaric completed a third pass and removed the blindfold. “Well done.”

Alaric flushed as he rejoined the others.

Zephyra ordered the next student onto the beam with a flick of her wrist.

As attempts resumed, Soren looked to Alaric’s example and tried focusing inward as he attempted the beam again.

Eyes closed beneath his blindfold, he focused on subtle cues—the swaying beneath his feet, the breeze on his skin.

He managed a few extra steps before slipping off the side.

As the afternoon wore on, Zephyra watched each attempt with an attentive eye. “Relax shoulders.” She gestured at Nia. “Too much tension.”

When Ganrel managed three whole steps more than on his last try, Zephyra nodded. “Better. Keep knees bent, centre lower.”

Isolde slipped halfway across but recovered at the last moment.

“Good instinct. React faster.”

As the first hints of dusk coloured the sky, blisters and bruises took their toll.

“Last attempts!” Zephyra’s voice cracked through the yard. “Show lessons learnt.”

Jareth rubbed his hands together and rolled his neck before stepping up. He managed nearly three-quarters of the beam before wobbling off the edge.

“You have made progress. Very good.”

Isolde and Ganrel eked out marginal gains—an extra step here, improved balance there. The incremental growth was not mastery, but it was growth nonetheless.

Nia made it halfway before cursing and kicking the beam in frustration.

Soren blinked hard, trying in vain to banish the fog of fatigue clouding his mind. He shook out his aching limbs and tied on the blindfold.

He tuned out the whispers and the shuffling of feet.

Reaching out, he found the beam’s worn grain beneath his palms. With painstaking care, he slid a foot forward, then the next.

The beam wavered, but he adjusted his stance, trying to echo Alaric’s rolling gait.

Jaw clenched, he pushed ahead one step at a time.

Voices seemed to fade away, his focus absolute.

He passed the point where he had fallen before. But he dared not celebrate.

Eyes watering beneath the blindfold, he gritted his teeth and willed his leaden feet to keep moving.

His groping fingers found the beam’s far end, and he let out a shaky laugh before losing his balance and rolling to the ground.

“Enough!”

Soren removed his blindfold and rubbed his aching shoulders, his body now peppered with bruises upon bruises.

“That will do.” Zephyra stepped forward, surveying the recruits. “Today’s lesson was balance. An assassin must move with poise, even deprived of sight.” She began to pace. “Instincts fail all, at times. But trust them, and trust your training. These will guide you true.”

With those final words, Zephyra dismissed them.

“My backside’s going to be black and blue tomorrow,” Nia said.

“At least you got further than Lord Jareth over here.” Ganrel jabbed a thumb at Jareth, coaxing weary laughter from the group.

Isolde turned to Alaric. “Your skill was unmatched. How did you do it?”

Alaric waved a hand. “It’s just a matter of getting your sea legs. Keep your knees bent and let your body adjust itself.”

The bell marking the evening meal rang out over the compound.

“Come on. I think we’ve earned it,” Alaric said, clapping Soren’s shoulder.
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Soren sank onto the bench beside Alaric and the others.

Around him, the other recruits picked at steaming plates of roasted meat, vegetables, and bread.

Nia tore into a chicken leg. “That training was proper torture today, eh?”

Nia’s remark elicited quiet chuckles from the group as they settled in to eat.

Ganrel shifted on the bench. “I have splinters in places no wooden beam should ever go.”

“Could’ve been worse.” Alaric grinned. “At least you didn’t land face-first like Jareth over here.”

Jareth flushed while the others laughed. “Yes, thank you for the reminder.”

“Don’t feel bad.” Nia leant across the table, lowering her voice. “Isolde took a tumble right into the beam on her last go. Cracked it right open with that hard head of hers.”

Isolde kicked Nia’s shin under the table as laughter erupted around her. “Exaggerating, as always.”

Soren picked at his food, his appetite fading. He itched to reclaim his stolen blade.

Rubbing his temples, Ganrel set down his ale tankard. “Perhaps we should reconsider tonight’s plan, given our clear exhaustion.” He looked at Soren. “The extra day’s rest would only aid us. And your dagger remains secure, for now.”

Murmurs of assent arose down the table.

Soren shook his head. “We’re all tired, and I’m sure we’re only going to get more tired the longer we’re here. But any delay risks lashes from Varus, or worse...”

Nia pounded a fist on the table. “Sor’s right. Why wait when we can act?”

Isolde nodded. “Putting this off may only enable Kierak and cause further suffering.” Her voice softened. “We cannot in good conscience abandon our friend to that fate.”

Soren managed a tired smile. “We should do this tonight.”

Ganrel shrugged. “Tonight it is.”

Alaric leant forward, his voice low. “Nia will pick the lock and disable any traps.”

She grinned and gave a mock bow.

“Ganrel will keep watch at the end of the hall and signal if anyone approaches.”

Ganrel smoothed his tunic, sitting taller.

“Isolde will stand ready to create a distraction if needed, and Jareth will help me and Soren locate the dagger quickly and soundlessly.”

Jareth looked up from folding his napkin into an owl. “This carries great risk. I must ask—is the dagger truly worth such potential fallout? Is there another way?”

Before Soren could reply, Nia slammed her tankard down. “This ain’t just about the blade. It’s about standing up for our own against that lumbering prick.” She glared around the table. “Or have some of you forgotten that already?”

Isolde cleared her throat. “She’s right. Supporting one another is crucial, now and in future trials.” She met each recruit’s eyes in turn. “If we cannot do this small thing for Soren, what trust can we place in each other when lives are at stake?”

As they rose to leave for the common room, Ganrel pulled Soren aside, his voice low. “Once your dagger is restored, you’ll owe us a favour. Don’t forget who your true allies are.”

Soren held his gaze. “I know where my loyalties lie.”

With a smile, Ganrel walked off.
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The common room hung heavy with anticipation. Shadows draped the recruits as they huddled around the card table.

Ganrel shuffled the Fate’s Hand deck, intricate back designs flashing in the dim light. He distributed the character cards face down. Two regular cards went to every player face up.

“Right, bets start with you, Isolde.” Ganrel leant back as the first round of wagers began.

When Soren drew the knight of spades, improving his odds, he struggled to contain a grin.

But Nia noticed, her eyes narrowing. “Getting smug, are we?”

Soren forced his features into a neutral expression. “Just thinking about getting my dagger back.”

The bets and draws continued, but Soren’s heart wasn’t in the game. Between turns, the others’ eyes flicked to the door, and their feet tapped restlessly beneath the table.

As Ganrel gathered up the cards to deal again, the door creaked open and Dienerin swooped inside. “Come, recruits.”

Groaning out a sigh, Soren rose from the table.

Wordlessly, Soren and the others fell in behind Dienerin, navigating the shadowy corridors.

Soren leant close to Alaric. “Do you think this will be more training with Varus? If he asks for my dagger...”

Alaric’s brow furrowed. “Just tell him it was stolen by Kierak. Really make a fuss.”

Soren shook his head. “You know he accepts no excuses. I’d best brace myself for ten lashes.”

His back tingled at the thought. But it was the delay to their mission that concerned him most. Each diversion increased the risk that Kierak would discover their plot and increase the chances of Varus’s blade inspection.

Jaw clenched, Soren continued outside.
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Soren and scores of other recruits shuffled into the moonlit training yard, his vision swimming in the sudden blackness.

As his eyes adjusted, a hulking figure emerged from the shadows. Master Haldar’s latticework scars seemed to writhe as he approached.

The murmuring recruits fell silent as Haldar cracked knuckles, his neck twisting with a series of pops. “Tonight is about disarming your opponent.” Haldar’s gravelly voice echoed across the grounds. “You will disarm your opponent while unarmed.” His features twisted in a grin. “Speed and strength alone fail here. You must redirect your opponent’s energy and use it against them.”

He demonstrated by having a recruit charge him with a wooden training sword.

With a subtle pivot, Haldar guided the recruit’s momentum, sending him tumbling past while his weapon spun from his grasp.

“Control and observation are a must. I want to see technique, not flailing. Pair up! We haven’t got all night.”

Rolling his shoulders, Soren turned to face Alaric across the packed dirt.

Without warning, Alaric burst forward, his training blade slicing through the air.

Soren pivoted, feeling the flow of air on his skin as the sword passed his cheek.

As Alaric’s momentum carried him forward, Soren spun on his heel, snatching Alaric’s wrist and guiding the blade from his grasp.

Alaric wheeled around, his surprise melting into a grin. “Nice one. But let’s see if it works again.” He retrieved his weapon and stalked back, his body coiled to strike.

Soren tensed, his eyes fixed on Alaric’s.

With a guttural cry, Alaric slashed at Soren’s ribs.

Soren sidestepped, angling Alaric’s blade away.

As Alaric stumbled past, Soren grabbed his elbow and shoulder, using Alaric’s own speed to twist him off balance, his sword driving point-first into the dirt. “You’re a natural at this.”

Soren smiled, adrenaline buzzing through his veins.

Around them, other recruits shouted and cursed as they grappled with their opponents.

“Switch roles.” Haldar clapped his hands. “Attackers become defenders. Defenders—attack.”

Soren turned to face Alaric once more, taking up the practice sword.

He hurled himself forward, his wooden blade slicing the air.

Alaric shifted, angling his body and grasping Soren’s wrist to divert the sword’s path.

The hilt slipped from Soren’s fingers, its point sticking fast in the dirt.

“Too predictable.” Alaric chuckled. “Come at me again. Really try this time, though.”

Jaw clenched, Soren retrieved his weapon and readied his stance.

He feinted left then swung right.

Alaric ducked beneath the blow, tapping Soren’s elbow as he passed, sending the sword flipping from his grip once more.

Soren’s cheeks burnt. “Stand still. Why are you making this so hard?”

Alaric laughed, dancing backwards as Soren advanced.

Soren slashed with all the speed and strength he could muster, but Alaric was smoke—twisting, spinning, always out of reach.

With a flick of the wrist, Alaric sent Soren’s blade flying again.

“Enough.” Soren panted, sweat dripping into his eyes. “You’re too good.”

Alaric clasped his shoulder. “You’ll get it. Remember when I was teaching you how to fight?”

“I do.”

“Remember how I kept going on about the footwork?”

Soren nodded.

“It’s the same with weapons.”

“I see.”

The night bell rang across the compound and Haldar dismissed the recruits with a grunt.

Soren glanced over to Ganrel and Nia, their faces glinting with sweat. He met Nia’s gaze, and she shook her head, making a resigned shrug.

His dagger would have to wait.

Heading back inside, Soren fell into step beside Alaric.

“I did alright today, didn’t I? Not too shabby for a fisherman, eh?” Alaric smiled. “Climbing trees, walking beams...”

“You’ve proved yourself to the others over these past few days, for sure.” He met Alaric’s gaze. “I don’t just mean the tests, either. You’ve had my back when it mattered most.” Soren thought of the forest, the balance exercise, tonight’s training. “It’s good to have someone to rely on in this place...someone I know I can really trust.”

Alaric waved him away. “Just doing what I know. Can’t let you have all the glory, can I?”

When Soren reached his room door, Alaric’s smile faded. “Don’t forget why we’re here, Soren. We’re here for answers.”

“As if I could forget.”

Alaric studied him for a long moment before nodding. “So long as you’re sure.”

With a final look, they parted to rest.

Once alone, Soren sank onto his bed, his muscles aching.

In the quiet darkness, he gazed at nothing, thoughts racing, memories swirling.

Was this really about finding answers anymore?
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Soren shuffled into the shadowy chamber, a knot already forming in his gut as the other recruits filtered inside.

Columns of dusty light slanted through the narrow windows, catching motes adrift in the air.

Master Elysia stood at the head of the room beside a table draped in dark velvet. Her deep emerald gown seemed to drink the scant light, contrasting against her pale features.

As Soren moved to stand alongside Alaric and the others, Elysia’s dark eyes swept over each recruit in turn, her smile never wavering.

With the flourish of an entertainer, she whisked the velvet away, revealing items arranged on the table—a quill, a sheaf of parchment, a gleaming dagger, and a worn coin purse.

Elysia clasped her hands before her. “In our line of work, information can be more valuable than ravenglass.” She began to prowl across the front of the room. “Today, you will learn the art of manipulation and deception—tools essential for extracting such information.”

Soren tensed.

Elysia gestured to the items on the table. “Life provides an unending parade of puppets eager to surrender their strings into a skilled manipulator’s hands.” A sly grin split her painted lips. “You will learn to read their secret hopes and silent fears. And then”—she made a fist—“you will exploit any weakness to make them dance.”

Soren shifted his weight.

“But first, a riddle to engage your minds.” She tilted her head. “I’m not a lie, but not the truth, play me well, and I’ll reveal the hidden booth.”

Soren’s brow furrowed as he turned the words over in his mind. Around him, the others wore similarly puzzled frowns.

“Come now.” Elysia tutted. “Surely one of you realises the answer hints at today’s lesson?”

The recruits glanced at each other, but no one spoke.

Soren closed his eyes, focusing inward. When comprehension dawned, his eyes snapped open. “It’s deception, isn’t it?”

Elysia smiled. “Well done. You’re already demonstrating a keen intellect perfectly suited to our work.” She resumed her pacing. “Now, I want each of you to think back on a time you deceived another or were yourself deceived.” She raised a brow. “How did subterfuge feel? What consequences emerged?”

Around him, the recruits stared at the floor, seemingly lost in their own recollections.

Soren’s thoughts flew back to childhood games of make-believe and childish fibs. But then his father’s face flashed in his mind—and the deception that took his life.

Elysia surveyed them. “Speak your memories aloud.”

Swallowing hard, Soren met her gaze. “The deception that stole my father led me to this place.”

Elysia studied him. “Honest words. Deception and truth...like two sides of one coin.” Her dark eyes bore into his. “I will teach you to walk the razor’s edge between.”

A shiver ran through Soren.

Elysia turned to Nia. “And you? Share a time when duplicity featured in your past.”

Nia shuffled her feet. “Wasn’t exactly an honest living, me nicking purses and burgling back in Nordturm. But all that stealing and sneaking kept my belly full when nothing else would.” She met Elysia’s gaze and shrugged. “Weren’t exactly proud of it all, but when you got no other choice...”

Elysia gave a slow nod before turning to Ganrel. “Now you. Regale us with a deception from your past.”

Ganrel looked into the middle distance, his face etched in sorrow. “When I was a boy, my sister and I were inseparable. We would pretend we were valiant knights, vanquishing foes. But then she grew ill.” He paused, jaw tightening. “In her final days, I told her stories to keep her spirits up. Tales of the grand adventures awaiting once she was well.” Anguish creased his features. “But I knew even then those futures would never be.”

Silence gripped the room.

But Elysia’s expression remained cold. “A compelling tale, expertly delivered. Its only flaw”—her mouth twisted in a cruel smile—”is that every word was a lie.”

The recruits gaped at Ganrel.

His remorseful mask disappeared, replaced by an impressed grin and a slow clap. “Well deduced, Master Elysia. I’m still honing my skills, it seems.”

Elysia gave him an appraising look. “The seeds are there. With pruning and care, your talents may yet flower.” She turned her penetrating gaze back on the group. “Let this be our first lesson—nothing is always as it appears at surface level. Deception lurks everywhere, even in friendly words and sympathetic eyes.”

A heavy silence fell on the room.

With a snap of her fingers, Elysia drew Soren back. “Now, to put your instincts to the test.”

She beckoned Jareth and Isolde forward. “Jareth, you must conceal a piece of intelligence. Isolde shall attempt to extract it from you through interrogation.” Elysia’s eyes glinted. “You may employ any deceptions necessary to maintain secrecy. The rest of you...watch closely. See how the body betrays what words conceal.”

After reading their instructions, Jareth and Isolde moved to the room’s centre as recruits clustered to observe. Jareth’s face became an inscrutable mask. Isolde’s eyes narrowed, focused and alert.

“Where were you on the night of the fourteenth?” Isolde began her questioning, watching Jareth intently.

“I was in my quarters, of course.”

“Can anyone corroborate your presence there?”

“I am sure the night guards saw me return after dinner.” Jareth’s tone remained casual, but a muscle in his jaw ticked.

Nia leant close to Soren. “That’s a lie if I’ve ever seen one. He knows no one can confirm his alibi.”

Soren nodded, noting how Jareth avoided eye contact and gave overly vague answers.

The interrogation continued, with Isolde trying different angles, while Jareth parried. But Nia read each deception, whispering the truth to Soren moments before Isolde finally extracted the full information.

When Elysia called the exercise complete, Soren marvelled at Nia’s acuity. While his artist’s eye observed much, her life on the streets honed sharper instincts than his.

Elysia beckoned them forward. “Well? How did they fare?”

Nia launched into an analysis, calling out the deceptions.

Elysia’s thin smile indicated her approval. “You show exceptional promise. Well done.” She turned to the others. “Now for a more immersive demonstration. Each of you must safeguard a secret. Use any deceptions necessary. But know I will employ every trick to expose your vulnerabilities and extract the truth.”

Elysia stopped before Ganrel first, eyeing him with clinical interest. “Such poise and polish from one so young...” She clicked her tongue. “Unless that is yet another ploy?”

Ganrel’s relaxed mask slipped for an instant before he laughed. “My lady, you cut me to the core. I assure you, I am as I appear.”

“Hmm...yet your airs reek of overcompensation. Perhaps your boasts are built on more tenuous footings?”

Nia whispered to Soren. “She means Ganrel stinks.”

Soren swallowed a smirk.

Ganrel’s hands twitched, but his smile never wavered. “Let’s not sling wild accusations.”

Their verbal sparring continued, but Ganrel parried her probing. In the end, his secret remained intact.

One by one, Elysia targeted each recruit, subtly hinting at shame and trauma from their pasts, needling their vulnerable points. But none broke.

When at last her shadow fell over Soren, he lifted his chin, determined to withstand his trial.

“Beneath this front, guilt festers inside you, doesn’t it, Soren? Because you survived while he did not...”

The air fled Soren’s lungs. His tongue froze in his mouth.

Elysia searched his face, triumph flashing in her eyes. “How it must gnaw at your soul...”

“Enough.” The word tore itself from Soren’s throat. “My past is none of your business.”

“So, I’m right?”

Soren remained silent.

“So much blood on your hands.”

Folding his arms, Soren held her gaze.

“I can’t imagine how you sleep.”

“Says the assassin.” He pursed his lips. “How many have you killed? How many lives have you ended?” He shook his head. “Don’t talk to me about having blood on my hands.”

“The difference is, I feel no guilt.” She jabbed a finger towards him. “But you...you ooze guilt like a festering boil.”

Soren grinned. “You do. Every person you’ve ever killed haunts your dreams. You see them when you close your eyes, don’t you? Murder might mean nothing within these walls, but out there...” He pointed to the window. “Out there is a world where life and death have meaning. So let’s not get into who or who doesn’t have blood on their hands.”

Elysia arched a brow, then smiled. “Well done. Never surrender power over yourself, no matter the provocation.”

Soren let out a shaky breath.

As the recruits recovered from Elysia’s probing, she produced a leather pouch. “For our final exercise, you’ll work in pairs to convince me your fabricated tales are truth.”

She distributed slips of parchment bearing unique scenarios and instructions.

Soren was paired with Nia. They read the parchment Elysia had handed them.

“We’re supposed to pretend we’re childhood friends catching up over dinner.” Soren scanned the details of their fictional backstory.

“Right.” Nia cracked her knuckles. “Between us, we should spin quite the yarn.”

In sequence, the pairs performed their scenes.

Jareth and Ganrel pretended to be merchants finalising a contract.

Isolde played an interrogator, grilling Alaric as a suspect in a robbery.

When Soren’s turn came, he slipped into character and pictured himself fidgeting as he waited for Nia to arrive.

He and Nia had arranged to meet at the Drunken Huntsman.

It had been nearly a decade since they’d seen each other in person.

“Well, damn, look at you.” Nia looked him up and down. “What happened to ‘bicorns are for tossers’ huh?”

Soren flushed. “Yeah, guess I settled down a bit.” He gestured vaguely at her outfit. “Look at you, though. What is it, one of the big merchant companies?”

Nia snorted. “Hardly. Just an assistant. Mostly running messages and making tea.” She shrugged one shoulder. “But it pays the bills and it’s honest work.”

“Looks like they still do a decent pie here, at least. Remember the time we nearly brawled over the last serving?”

Nia glanced up and chuckled. “Course I do. But don’t act like you didn’t have an embarrassing fondness for trifle back then. Never seen a lad with such a sweet tooth.”

Soren held up his hands in mock surrender. “To be fair, their sticky toffee trifle was incredible. You always polished off half my plate, anyway.”

“And don’t you forget it.” She glanced at Soren, her smile fading. “So listen, how’ve you been? Really been?”

“Oh, you know. Same old grind.”

“Come off it, Soren. You can’t fool me with the ‘everything’s fine’ crap. I can tell when something’s off.”

Soren breathed a long sigh, his shoulders slumping. “I don’t know, Nia. Lately, I just feel stuck, like I’m living someone else’s life.” He shook his head. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to turn out.”

Nia nodded, understanding in her eyes. She leant in, her voice dropping low. “I get that. More than you know.”

“Yeah.” Soren cleared his throat. “I mean, what happened to being an artist, to being a sculptor? It’s like that bloke got left behind somewhere along the way. Past me would be ashamed, honestly.”

“Don’t say that.” Nia gave his hand a squeeze. “People change, dreams evolve. You’ve just been a bit lost lately, is all.”

“I know.”

“Listen, the past few years haven’t been easy for me, either. I know how bloody hard it is, feeling like you’ve lost your way.” She shook her head. “I almost didn’t come here, if I’m honest. I mean, look at me.”

“Don’t say that. You’re great.”

Elysia clapped her hands. “Perfect. I almost believed you have known each other all your lives.” She eyed the recruits in turn. “But who among you spoke truth and who spun lies?” Elysia shook her head. “As expected, the best deceptions are built on a foundation of truth.” She folded her hands before her. “You’re learning the power of credibility conjured from thin air. Use it wisely, but never forget yourself behind the masks.”

Soren let out a breath. How much of his conversation with Nia had been real? How much had been a lie? He wasn’t sure.

“You’ve proven adept at deception’s dance, but consider now the steps taken.” Elysia began to pace before them, hands folded behind her back. “How did it feel, manipulating and being manipulated?”

Nia stared at the floor. “Didn’t feel too grand, making up stuff like that.”

Elysia nodded. “Were there lines you refused to cross?”

“Had to draw the line somewhere, I suppose.” Nia gave another shrug. “Even if it was just pretend.”

“In the world beyond these walls, choices are seldom black and white.” Elysia’s tone softened. “Sometimes, the mission requires operating in grey areas most would flee from. Information is power. But how you obtain it defines who you are. Always consider the price, and choose your methods wisely.”

With those final words, Elysia swept from the chamber, leaving the recruits alone.

Soren gazed at nothing. Was deception itself evil, or merely a tool to be wielded? And at what point did the wielder become transformed by the weapon they held?

––––––––
[image: image]


Soren shambled down the dim corridor alongside the others.

Alaric sighed next to him. “All that deceit leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I was always taught to live plainly, to speak true. Not sure I can become someone else so easily.”

Ganrel let out an easy laugh. “We dwell in a world of murderers now, my friend. A spot of deception is naught by comparison.” He gave Alaric a pat on the back. “You must release those quaint morals of your old life if you wish to thrive here.”

Soren kept his gaze fixed ahead. “I’m more concerned about facing Varus without my dagger. Once he sees my sheath empty...”

“We’ll get your dagger back, I swear it.” Nia pushed a stray hair from her face. “Sorry our plan got bollocksed up last night. But we’ll make it right, eh?”

Alaric waved a hand. “No use planning when we’ve got instructors dragging us every which way.” He wrinkled his nose. “Could be off chopping up corpses tonight, for all we know.”

Isolde nodded. “I believe the unpredictable nature of our days here serves a purpose—keeping us adaptive and resilient, even when events are beyond our control.”

“She’s got a point.” Nia sniffed. “Can’t get too attached to any plan out here.”

Jareth glanced sidelong at Soren. “Fate often weaves its own design. We must simply live each moment as it unfolds, ever observing, never taking anything for granted.”

“I think you’re right, but at least we have our meals.”

The clamour of the mess hall lay just ahead when Dienerin swooped down the adjacent corridor towards them. “Recruits. You have been summoned.”

Alaric’s stomach rumbled. “But we haven’t eaten since dawn.”

Dienerin hovered before him. “Come along. Questions will only delay us.”

With muttered curses, Alaric trailed after Dienerin as she led them away from the promise of food.

Jareth leant towards Soren as they walked. “Remember what I said? We must flow with what comes our way, never knowing what lies ahead.”

Face screwed up in a scowl, Alaric looked over his shoulder and said, “Easy for you to say. It’s my gut screaming here.”

Nia barked out a laugh. “That it is. No inspiration on an empty stomach, eh?” She thumped Alaric’s back as his cheeks coloured. “Don’t worry, we’ll swipe some grub later. Can’t have you fainting on us.”

Soren managed a thin smile, but his own stomach was a pit.
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Soren and the others followed Dienerin into the forest, pine boughs closing above them to cast fragmented shadows. His fellow recruits’ footfalls echoed steadily on the winding track.

Isolde sidled close to Nia. “Reckon this is more of Savarin’s survival nonsense?”

Nia grimaced. “I hope not. Still finding pine needles in unpleasant places.”

Ahead, Jareth’s gaze roved over their surroundings. His head swivelled at each rustle of undergrowth, his eyes tracking every swaying branch.

Soren studied the trees and tangled thickets bordering the path.

He flinched as a squirrel erupted from a bush, leaves flying.

Ganrel smirked at Soren. “Jumpy today, aren’t we?”

Soren forced a breath to steady his pounding heart. “I think we should mark our path this time.”

Murmurs of agreement arose from the recruits.

Ganrel drew a thin blade from his belt and dragged the tip along a fir trunk as he passed, leaving a subtle scrape in the bark.

One by one, the others copied the simple marking system as they went.

As the forest track meandered on, a low rumble sounded behind Soren. He turned to see Alaric grasping his stomach, a guilty smile on his face.

“Sorry.”

Soren scanned the leafy undergrowth until he spotted a familiar fern. He plucked the tender, curled fronds. “Here. Eat.”

Alaric snatched the fern and began to chew.

Soon, soft crunching filled the air as the recruits foraged.

Isolde identified some tangy wood sorrel, which they sampled.

Nia dived into a thicket with a triumphant cry, emerging with berry-stained hands. “Look what I found.” She distributed them to the others.

Though focused on their trail markings, even Jareth accepted handfuls of greens and berries from the others.

All around, leaves rustled in the gentle breeze while birdsong echoed. The scent of sap hung heavy in the brisk air.

Around him, the other recruits matched Soren’s pace, their footfalls stirring up leaves as they followed Dienerin’s fluttering form.

Up ahead, nestled between lichen-speckled boulders and towering pines, Soren spotted Savarin’s cabin. Its weathered timbers and mossy roof blended seamlessly into the surroundings. A thin curl of smoke wisped up from its stone chimney.

Dienerin swooped towards the cabin’s door and rapped her wingtips against the wood.

Something stirred within, then the door creaked open.

Savarin stepped out. His sharp gaze swept over the recruits as Dienerin said something to him in hushed tones before flitting back towards the forest.

Savarin’s gaze followed Dienerin’s departure for a moment before he gestured for the recruits to come closer. “Within these woods, I will instruct you on more of survival’s most fundamental lessons.” His voice was low but firm. “Out here, only your wits and will can ensure survival. Nature shows no mercy to the unprepared.” His eyes narrowed. “But she also provides much for those willing to understand her gifts.”

He waved the recruits towards a small clearing beside his cabin. “Now, your first lesson today is on traps.” Savarin knelt and cleared a patch of dirt with his hands. “Traps can provide food or defence. They must be made well, else you waste effort and alert prey.”

With a stick, he sketched a basic snare into the dirt. “The holding area should be just narrow enough to restrain, yet strong enough to secure larger quarry.” His movements were swift and precise as he detailed the trap’s mechanics. “Bait and triggers vary based on target.” He mimed setting the stick trigger. “Subtlety prevents unwanted guests.”

Savarin smoothed the dirt patch and looked up. “Set alone, traps cannot win a fight. But combined, they become a web few can evade.” He rose and dusted off his hands. “You will learn to craft traps suiting specific needs. But heed this...” His stare hardened, sweeping over the recruits. “A trap does not discriminate between friend and foe. Always approach with care lest your creation become the danger.”

Soren swallowed, imagining himself caught, struggling against sharp wire as some unseen force loomed from the shadows.

“Now, I will demonstrate some common traps.” Savarin set off into the trees, the recruits falling in behind.

Savarin stepped with care, avoiding dried twigs and leaf litter, each step testing the ground before committing weight.

Soren mirrored the movement, while some recruits crunched over the forest debris.

Halting beneath a sturdy oak, Savarin withdrew a coil of thin rope from his pack. With efficient knots and loops, he created a rudimentary but sturdy snare. “This design secures small game.” He mimed a rabbit’s foot catching in the loop until the noose closed around the ankle.

Ganrel watched with sharp eyes, but his nose wrinkled.

Scuffing leaves aside, Savarin revealed a cache of sharpened wooden stakes hammered into the ground at an angle. “Larger prey requires sturdier measures.” He knelt, showing how stepping on concealed trigger sticks would spring the spikes upwards, impaling any creature unlucky enough to trigger the trap.

Jareth nodded. But Nia shuffled her feet, glancing around as if threats might lurk behind any trunk or fern.

“And never underestimate the value of distraction.” Savarin indicated a tripwire rigged to a cache of dried seed pods. “Create chaos that allows you to strike unseen.”

Isolde watched Savarin, scribbling observations into her ever-present journal.

Savarin reset the series of traps and beckoned the recruits onwards. “Now I will show you some tactics for deterring predators.”

Soren quickened his pace as he weaved between the trees.

Kneeling beside a game trail, Savarin withdrew several glass vials from his pack, along with a bundle of dried grasses and leaves. He placed portions of vegetation into each vial, then dripped diluted contents onto the trail. “Some plants ward off beasts. Their scent lingers long after you have passed.”

Rising, Savarin led them to a clearing where gnarled logs lay in a crude defensive wall. “Funnel predators towards traps and barriers. Control the battlefield, even when you are outmatched.”

He mimed darting between the makeshift fortifications, drawing pursuers into choke points lined with snares.

When Savarin finished his demonstrations, he turned to face the recruits once more. “Now it is your turn. You will create traps to catch this evening’s meal.” He glanced at the sun’s fading light filtering through the canopy. “You have an hour before dusk. Use it well.”

Soren’s pulse quickened. He scanned the shadowy forest for anything resembling prey or sustenance, but he found only bark and leaves.

Beside him, Ganrel squared his shoulders. “Right. We’d best get to work, then.”

Nia shook her head. “You’re joking, right? You expect us to scramble around making rabbit snares or whatever out here?”

Savarin gazed back at her, unblinking. “No. I expect you to use your training. Improvise, adapt, survive. That is all.” He pointed towards the trees. “You may begin.”

“This is ridiculous.” Nia kicked a pine cone, sending it skittering into the underbrush. “We’re assassins, not hunters.”

“Complaining helps nothing.” Isolde closed her notebook, already scouring the ground. “We should make use of the time we have.”

Jareth gave a nod and joined her in searching for materials.

Soren hesitated, then made his way over to Alaric. “We’ll stand a better chance working together.”

Alaric clasped his shoulder. “My thinking exactly. Let’s put our heads together and show these masters a thing or two about teamwork.”

Soren knelt to gather slender branches and undergrowth while scanning for trails or signs of wildlife.

The forest surrounded them with its gentle chorus of birdsong and dripping water.

Nearby, Alaric bound dried grasses into a makeshift net. His hands moved with assurance, no doubt deft from mending countless fishing nets over the years.

When Soren laid out the frame for a pitfall trap, Alaric helped weave together a latticework of branches to conceal it.

Soon, they’d produced an array of basic but serviceable traps.

Across the forest, the other recruits’ progress was slower and peppered with muttered curses. But, gradually, snares took shape under Isolde’s meticulous eye, while Ganrel managed a rudimentary spiked pit through trial and error.

As the light faded, shadows crept between the trees. Soren realised how attuned he had become to the forest’s backdrop of birds and wind. Now, another sound threaded through it—the intermittent cracks and scrapes of triggered snares.

Soren made his way back to the clearing, glimpsing the others emerging from the trees to rejoin Savarin. Dusk’s grey light filtered through the canopy, casting long shadows across the forest floor.

Savarin’s sharp gaze swept over the recruits. “It seems you have set some passable traps. Now we shall see what the day’s efforts have caught.”

He set off into the trees and the recruits followed. Soren scanned the shadows for any sign of their snares.

The first trap they came upon was Ganrel’s. His pit concealed beneath leaves now held a small brown rabbit, dazed but unharmed.

Ganrel managed a smile. “It seems we won’t go hungry tonight.”

Savarin gave an approving nod and reset the trap.

Isolde’s setup had snared two plump grouse, while Nia’s had caught a squirrel.

When Savarin halted at Soren and Alaric’s combined traps, Soren held his breath.

Alaric’s net had snagged a brace of fat pheasants. And Soren’s pit concealed a rabbit.

Soren exchanged a grin with Alaric.

––––––––
[image: image]


The smell of roasting meat set Soren’s mouth watering. After the day’s efforts, he was ravenous.

Around the flickering campfire, jokes and exaggerated hunting tales arose as the recruits finally relaxed.

“You’ve done well today,” Savarin said. “With time, you will hone your skills further.”

Nia shook her head. “Who’d have thought we’d actually catch anything out here?”

“You underestimate yourselves.” Savarin rotated the spit over the crackling fire. “And you underestimate what Creation provides.”

When the meal was ready, Savarin distributed portions on broad leaves.

The recruits ate with their hands, hunger overriding manners.

Even Ganrel tore into the rabbit without complaint.

As they finished eating, weariness descended over the group. The day’s events had left Soren feeling both fulfilled and spent. He wanted nothing more than to lie down right there and sleep beneath the stars.

Savarin tossed a branch on the fire, sending sparks swirling upwards. “Come. It’s time we—”

A startled cry split the silence.

Soren whirled to see Jareth crumpled against a tree, gripping his ankle, his face twisted in pain.

Soren raced over, the others close behind.

Jareth whimpered through clenched teeth, his leg twisted at an odd angle in a concealed snare.

“He must have tripped one of the traps while going to relieve himself.” Isolde covered her mouth at the sight of Jareth’s swelling ankle.

Swearing under his breath, Ganrel withdrew a dagger and reached towards the snare’s rope.

“Stop!” Savarin’s sharp tone froze Ganrel’s hand. “You’ll injure him further.” He turned to the recruits, his voice calm but firm. “Give me space so I may assess the damage.”

Ganrel stepped back. The recruits retreated as Savarin knelt by Jareth’s leg, fingers probing with a healer’s delicate touch. Jareth winced but remained still beneath the examination.

After a moment, Savarin rocked back on his heels. “It is badly sprained, but praise Creation, nothing is broken.”

With care, Savarin cut Jareth free of the snare and helped him lean against a broad oak.

Jareth’s face remained drawn with pain, but once released, some tension eased from his shoulders.

Savarin turned to the recruits, his eyes glinting in the firelight. “Since we have an unexpected patient, this provides a prime opportunity for an impromptu lesson.”

From his pack, he produced a mortar and pestle along with cloth for bandages. After opening a pouch of dried leaves, he began grinding them into a paste. “Pay attention. You must know how to treat wounds in the wild using nature’s medicines.”

At Savarin’s direction, Alaric and Isolde slipped into the trees to gather herbs and plants with anti-inflammatory properties. They mashed the ingredients under Savarin’s watchful eye.

Meanwhile, Ganrel and Nia cut staffs and wove together crude but functional splints using strips torn from Savarin’s spare shirt.

Under the master’s guidance, they stabilised Jareth’s leg while Soren ground the healing poultice and prepared bandages.

Though exhausted, Soren absorbed every step, aware that this knowledge could one day mean the difference between life and death.

Working together, they reduced the swelling, and Jareth’s leg was bound so that he could hobble with the aid of a staff. As they helped him upright, some colour returned to his pallid face.

“Well done, all of you.” Savarin inclined his head as he repacked his supplies. “You worked seamlessly as a team, each contributing your strengths. That is the core of survival.” He rose to his feet. “I suggest you head back to the fortress and get a good night’s sleep.”

Nia stared at Jareth and frowned. “How we supposed to get him back?”

After a heavy silence, Ganrel spoke up, his hands folded behind his back. “Traps serve a purpose—ensnaring prey.” His eyes remained downcast, not meeting Jareth’s pained gaze. “Sometimes, you must cut loose what’s ensnared and move on. No matter the cost.”

Anger flashed across Nia’s face, but before she could spit out a retort, Soren stepped forward. “We do what we must to survive, this is true.” He shook his head. “But we are not animals. In this guild, we persevere together.”

Murmurs of agreement greeted his words. Isolde moved closer to Jareth, while Alaric clapped Soren’s shoulder.

“Sor’s right.” Alaric jerked his chin towards Jareth’s crude splint. “We can take turns helping carry him. Share the burden between us.” He held Ganrel’s gaze. “No one gets left behind.”

When no further dissent arose, it was settled.

With care, they lifted Jareth onto an improvised stretcher of branches and cloaks. Though exhausted from the long day, the recruits shared the weight without complaint.

After bidding Savarin farewell, the group set off into the moonlit forest.

Ganrel took the lead without discussion, pointing out their marks to guide them home. But Soren noted the tightness in his jaw, and how the others gave Ganrel a wider berth after his earlier words.

When the fortress walls finally emerged from the trees, a collective sigh of relief escaped the group.

As the gate guards hurried forth to assist Jareth inside, the exhaustion of the day’s events sank upon Soren’s shoulders.

Glancing around, he saw the same bone-deep weariness etched on the other recruits’ grimy faces.

Alaric gestured ahead. “I don’t know about you lot, but I’m famished. Who’s hungry?”
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Boots scuffed on the worn floors as the recruits navigated the maze of passages. When they reached the heavy oak doors of the mess hall, Soren paused. “Wait. What time is it?”

Alaric rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “Well past dinner time, but you’d think there’d be something.”

The recruits exchanged resigned looks before pushing through the doors.

Instead of the usual clamour and bustle, the long tables stood empty, cleared of dishes.

Alaric shook his head. “There’s no one here.”

Soren put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Come on, the kitchen might still have some scraps set aside.” He nodded for the others to claim one of the long tables while they investigated.

The kitchen proved disappointingly bare, with only meagre leftovers remaining—some scraps of bread, a small wedge of hard cheese, and a few strips of cured meat.

After rummaging around, Soren managed to find two bowls with remnants of bean stew cold enough to form a skin on its surface.

“It’ll have to do.” Balancing his paltry findings on trays, he returned to the others.

The recruits descended on the food like feral wyverns.

“Thought my legs would fall off after hauling Jareth halfway across the bloody forest.” Nia tore a chunk of bread in half and passed some to Isolde. “How’s he meant to manage like that until it heals?”

Alaric shrugged. “Savarin seemed to know his stuff. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

Soren swirled his spoon through the unappetising sludge at the bottom of the stew bowl. “I should have paid more attention to those traps, though—”

“So should he.” Isolde gave him a sympathetic look across the table. “What matters now is supporting Jareth through his recovery.”

Ganrel fixed Soren with a pointed look. “I don’t wish to be insensitive, but with our numbers now reduced...” He raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps we should rethink tonight’s plans?”

Soren’s chest tightened, his hand drifting to the empty sheath on his belt.

But before Soren could respond, Nia slammed her palm on the table, glaring at Ganrel. “That’s real rich coming from you after what you suggested back in the woods.” Her lips curled in a sneer. “Why don’t you sod off and let the real friends handle this?”

“Friends?” Ganrel blinked. “We’ve known each other barely a fortnight. I’m simply being pragmatic.”

“That’s enough, both of you.” Isolde’s sharp tone sliced through the rising tension. She turned to Soren, her expression softening. “I know recovering your dagger is important. The question is, how do we proceed with our numbers reduced?”

All eyes landed on Soren as he sat in brooding silence.

He shook his head. “We should go through with Alaric’s plan. Or at least some version of it.”

Nia gave an emphatic nod, while Ganrel’s perpetual smile weakened around the edges.

Alaric straightened up from his empty bowl. “The plan can still work. We’ll just have to adapt it for one less set of hands.” His steady gaze met Soren’s. “We’ve got this. That dagger’s as good as yours again.”

Ganrel sighed. “I’m not sure if this is a good idea this evening. We’re all—”

“No,” Nia said. “We do it tonight.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Moonlight filtered into the common room, casting ghostly shadows across the stone walls and worn furniture. Soren stood among the other recruits, their forms muted in the pale glow.

Anticipation fizzed in his veins as he watched Nia pass out squares of dark fabric. “Right, let’s all get masked up, then.” She demonstrated wrapping the makeshift hood around her hair. “Best they don’t see our faces if things go tits up.”

Soren followed suit, swathing his head until only his eyes peered out. Beside him, Alaric frowned down at the rumpled fabric.

“How do I...erm...a little help here?”

With a muffled laugh, Soren secured Alaric’s hood, obscuring his features.

Across the room, Ganrel withdrew a small vial from his vest and handed it to Alaric with a nod. “A potent sleeping draught, courtesy of my private stash. Should keep our friend slumbering like a babe.”

Alaric turned the vial over in his palm. “Not taking any chances, then? Can’t say I mind.”

Ganrel’s smile flashed white beneath his hood.

Isolde distributed pieces of chalk next. “These will help us safely scout for traps. Just mark danger zones so the others avoid tripping wires.” She handed Soren an extra piece with a whispered aside. “In case Alaric needs the help. We can’t have him bungling this.”

Soren nodded, tucking the chalk into his belt beside his empty dagger sheath.

When their preparations concluded, a nervous energy crackled through the room. Soren shifted beneath his stifling hood, eager to reclaim what had been stolen.

Ganrel held up a hand, tilting his head to listen.

Somewhere in the maze of corridors, a guard’s footsteps echoed past.

They remained frozen until the sound faded.

Ganrel nodded. “Stay sharp. The halls should be clear for now.” He eased open the common room door and slipped out, the other hooded forms falling silently in behind.

Hugging the walls, they navigated the shadowy passages single-file.

Each shuffling footstep sounded deafening to Soren’s heightened senses. But training kept their progress measured and light.

Up ahead, Ganrel froze and clenched a fist. The group halted.

Around a distant corner, two guards conversed in low, casual tones. But they seemed to be moving away rather than towards them.

After an agonising wait, Ganrel waved them onward.

The guards’ voices faded.

Soren’s chest ached from suppressed breaths.

Every evaded patrol, every silent step, brought them closer.

The barracks door stood just ahead, torchlight glinting off the weathered oak.

Soren’s jaw tightened.

Isolde moved to inspect the entrance, her nimble fingers tracing up the doorframe and lintel.

After a tense moment, she gave the all-clear hand signal.

Nia slipped past, her lock-picks poised.

Soren watched her back, hyper-alert to approaching footsteps. But the halls remained deserted.

Nia selected her tools and went to work, her eyes narrowed in focus, the occasional curse on her lips.

The locking mechanism surrendered with a soft click.

Ganrel offered Nia a nod before taking up position down the corridor as planned.

The rest filed through the doorway.

Inside, the air hung thick and stale, clutter resting on every surface.

Strewn clothes, half-eaten meals, crude drawings of vulgar acts—this was Kierak’s private haven. Repulsion roiled in Soren’s gut.

Across the chamber, their quarry sprawled across his cot, snoring.

Soren spotted his dagger on the nightstand, polished steel glinting even in the gloom.

So close.

With hand signals, Alaric directed Isolde to stand ready by the door, in case a distraction was needed.

Soren moved to Kierak’s bedside, uncorking the vial and handing it to Alaric.

A few drops onto a scrap of fabric placed over Kierak’s gaping maw ensured he stayed lost to oblivion.

Alaric waved Soren forward.

Step by calculated step, Soren crossed to the nightstand.

His fingers closed around the dagger’s grip.

Soren whirled towards Alaric, brandishing the dagger in celebration.

Alaric’s elbow grazed an object on the nightstand, sending it crashing to the floor.

“Idiot!” Ganrel appeared in the doorway.

Guards’ shouts echoed down the corridor, their pounding footsteps drawing near.

Isolde swept into action, shoving past Ganrel and yanking open the shuttered window. “This way, quickly.”

But the window’s dimensions gave only a narrow gap to squeeze through.

Alaric shoved Soren towards it. “Go, I’ll follow.”

With no time to argue, Soren wriggled through the tight space, his chest scraping against the sill.

He emerged into chill night air just as booted feet stormed the chamber within.

Soren caught brief glimpses of the chaos as the others spilled out behind him. Ganrel cursed as his cloak snagged on a latch. Nia slipped through the narrow window.

Then Alaric emerged, and together they surged across the darkened grounds towards shelter.

Soren’s pulse thundered in his ears.

With his lungs burning, Soren slowed and turned to Alaric, still clutching his dagger. “That was too bloody close.” Alaric doubled over, wheezing out each breath. “But, by damn, we did it.”

They stumbled the rest of the way to their hidden allies. Isolde already tended to a nasty scrape on Ganrel’s forearm courtesy of the window latch. But, otherwise, the group appeared intact, if shaken.

After allowing a moment to catch their breath, the recruits slipped back inside, winding their way towards the common room.

They shed their stifling masks, and Soren noted the sheen of sweat and grins that matched his own.

For a moment, they stood, incredulous laughter rippling between them.

Ganrel slammed a fist into his palm with a muttered curse.

All humour evaporated beneath his glower at Alaric. “Your negligence almost doomed us all back there.”

Alaric opened his mouth to protest.

“If not for the others’ quick thinking, we’d be shackled in the cells now, thanks to your bungling over-eagerness.”

Alaric stiffened. “It all happened too fast. How was I to know I’d knock something over?”

“Enough, both of you.” Isolde stepped between them, her palms raised. “It’s done now. All that matters is we fulfilled our objective and made it out intact.”

She turned to Soren, her expression softening. “What happened was an accident, nothing more. But we all got through this.”

Soren managed a shaky smile.

“Yeah, back off, Ganrel.” Nia moved to Alaric’s side, her lips curling in a sneer. “That pompous arse had it coming.”

Ganrel bristled. “I care only for the integrity of the mission. We were sloppy tonight.” He shook his head. “I expected better, especially from you, Soren.”

Soren clenched his fist around the dagger, now back in its rightful place.

An uneasy silence hung over the group.

With a heavy sigh, Alaric wiped the sweat from his brow. “What matters is we had each other’s backs when it counted.” He met Soren’s eyes and managed a tired smile. “I’d say we did alright for us.”

“You’re right.” Soren turned to the others. “We succeeded, thanks to all of you. I won’t forget that.”

Nia clapped Ganrel hard on the back. “Ah, quit your sulking. We’ve earned ourselves a drink or three, eh?”

A ghost of his usual smile returned as Ganrel smoothed his rumpled tunic. “I suppose we have overcome the odds.” He gave Soren a nod. “But, next time, let’s be sure the plan is truly foolproof.”

Soren returned the gesture. But his fingers remained curled tightly around the dagger at his hip.
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Soren and Alaric hurried along the shadowy corridor, footsteps echoing on the cold stone floors.

He glanced over at Alaric and managed a smile. “I owe you for this.” He patted the dagger.

Alaric grimaced, wiping sweat from his brow. “Don’t thank me yet. Kierak won’t be happy when he wakes to find it gone.”

Soren’s gut twisted at the thought.

Alaric shook his head, his expression grim. “We’ve got targets on our backs now, no question. Especially if he catches sight of you with that dagger again.”

Soren slowed to a halt, his hands clenching into fists. “So, what, we run and hide? Let Kierak torment us and get away with it?” He met Alaric’s eyes. “I won’t cower to him.”

Alaric held up his hands. “We need to be smart.” He paused, chewing his lip. “Maybe we should get Nia to return Kierak’s dagger. Make it seem like he misplaced it. She could sneak it back into his room while he sleeps.”

Soren shook his head. “You know she’d never agree.”

Alaric sighed, his forehead creasing. “Then I’m fresh out of ideas. Because when Kierak comes looking for vengeance, we’ll all suffer for it.”

A heavy silence fell between them.

Around the next corner, Soren’s chamber door stood waiting, though he doubted sleep would come easily tonight. “We’ll think of something. But cowering and skulking in shadows won’t solve anything.” He clasped Alaric’s shoulder. “Get some rest. We’re going to need clear heads.”

Alaric managed a thin smile in return. “Here’s hoping we keep them attached to our necks when Kierak comes calling.”

They parted ways, and Soren slipped into his dim chamber.

Alone with his thoughts, dark possibilities swirled. Dealing with Kierak would require drastic action, but was there any recourse that didn’t end in bloodshed?

Soren sat on the edge of his bed and drew the dagger from its sheath.

Moonlight glinted on the folded steel.

He studied the weapon. The urge to drive it into Kierak’s throat almost overwhelmed him.

With a shaky breath, he forced his rage back beneath the surface and set to work honing the dagger’s edge, finding solace in the simple, methodical task.

Each rasp of the sharpening stone soothed his frantic thoughts.

The dagger must be a tool, not an instrument of vengeance. He needed to remain focused on the greater purpose that brought him to this place—seeking truth and justice for his father.

When the blade’s edge gleamed razor-sharp, Soren sheathed it and lay down. But each time he closed his eyes, Kierak’s leering face awaited in the darkness behind his eyelids.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




17.
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Master Varus stood with the coiled whip in his hand at the centre of the training yard. The recruits formed a loose circle around him, their eyes tracking the weapon master’s movements.

Soren shifted on his feet, his breaths coming fast.

Varus cracked the whip, its sharp snap echoing off the stone walls. “Today’s lesson is on precision.” He pointed towards straw targets in the distance. “You will each take aim, in turn. Any who miss will face immediate consequences.”

Soren swallowed hard. Around him, the other recruits tensed.

Varus curled his whip back up. “In our trade, the difference between killing and being killed comes down to split-second reactions. A single misstep means death.” His piercing eyes swept over the recruits. “I will ensure you internalise this lesson, no matter the cost.” He nodded for the first recruit to take position. “Step forward and take aim.”

Knees trembling, the gangly youth stepped up to the firing line. He nocked an arrow and drew back his bow with quivering arms. The arrow missed the target, embedding itself in the dirt.

Before the recruit could react, Varus’s whip lashed out. The vicious crack split the air, followed by a choked cry.

“Ten laps around the yard. Go.” Varus pointed with the coiled whip.

The chastened recruit took off at a jog as Varus called the next one forward.

The recruits took their shots, one at a time. Some nailed their targets, receiving a curt nod from Varus. Others missed and were subjected to various punishments—push-ups, running laps, or lashings from the whip.

When Varus gestured him forward, Soren moved onto the firing line and took a steadying breath.

“Present your blade first.”

Soren complied, holding out the dagger for inspection. The blade glinted in the sunlight.

Varus’s eyes narrowed, flicking from the dagger to Soren’s face. After an endless moment, Varus nodded and stepped back, gesturing to the target.

“Take aim.”

Soren turned towards the target. He regulated each breath, visualising the perfect shot. With care, he drew back the bowstring and let the arrow fly.

It struck true, burying to the right of the target’s centre.

Soren withdrew his arrow and saw Kierak sneering at him, his eyes fixed on the dagger at his hip.

Jaw clenched, Soren averted his gaze.

“Step forward.” Varus beckoned to Kierak.

The hulking recruit stomped up to the firing line.

Varus extended a hand. “Present your blade.”

Kierak’s hands flexed at his sides. His chest heaved beneath his tunic. Then, with a guttural roar, he charged straight at Soren.

Soren managed half a step back before seething muscle slammed into him.

Air exploded from his lungs as he crashed to the ground.

Kierak’s meaty fists rained down in a blur.

Pain flared as Soren tried to raise his arms, to shove Kierak off, but his limbs wouldn’t respond.

Kierak’s knees pinned him while relentless blows continued falling.

Through the haze of pain, Soren felt his dagger rip from its sheath.

Then the onslaught ceased.

Gasping for breath, Soren managed to roll over.

Every movement sent agony screaming through his battered frame. He peered through swollen eyes to see Kierak now standing over him, his dagger clutched in Kierak’s fist.

Soren groaned. He tried to rise, but his limbs trembled and gave out.

Kierak stomped back to the firing line, where Varus waited, seemingly indifferent to the beating that had just taken place.

Varus accepted the proffered dagger from Kierak and inspected it with a critical eye, as if nothing were amiss. “Take aim.”

Soren coughed, spitting blood into the dirt.

His head swam, thoughts fragmented by throbbing pain.

Nearby movement drew his fading attention.

Alaric knelt next to him, his eyes wide with concern. He extended a hand towards Soren. “Here, let me help you up.”

Soren grimaced and shoved Alaric’s hand away as he struggled to stand with his own power. He swayed for a moment, his vision blurring.

Alaric hovered nearby, tension etched on his face. “Sor, you alright?”

Soren spat up a wad of blood and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m fine.”

Ignoring Alaric’s offered support, he made his way back to the firing line.

Varus showed no reaction to Soren’s battered state. “Take your position.”

Soren complied. He blinked away fresh blood trickling into one eye and took aim.

His shot went wide, the arrow glancing off the target’s edge.

Varus clicked his tongue. “Ten laps. Go.”

With his jaw clenching against his body’s throbbing protests, Soren stumbled into a jog around the yard’s perimeter.

Each footfall sent shockwaves of pain through his body, but he pushed onward. He would not show weakness here.

After completing his laps, Soren regained his place. Through crusted eyelids, he glimpsed Alaric’s worried frown. But Soren kept his gaze fixed straight ahead.

The exercise continued, Varus observing each shot without comment. A rhythmic thump of arrows finding their marks was punctuated by occasional cracks of the whip as the recruits settled into the grim routine.

When the last recruit finished, Varus turned to face them. “The world beyond these walls is cruel. It will beat you down without mercy. Hesitate or miss and you will not survive.” His flinty eyes swept over the recruits. “You are all targets. You are all hunters. Never forget that.” He pointed towards the fortress. “Dismissed.”

The recruits shuffled from the yard. Soren trailed the others, each movement pure torment. As he reached the gate, a prickling on the back of his neck made him turn.

Kierak stood across the yard, Soren’s dagger still in hand. His stare bored into Soren.

Soren froze. His empty sheath weighed heavy at his hip, the loss a constant throb. He held Kierak’s gaze, refusing to cower.

Kierak would pay. Soren swore it in the eyes of Creation.

He turned and limped after the others, his thoughts churning.

––––––––
[image: image]


Soren shambled through the infirmary’s arched entrance, leaning heavily against the cold stone wall. Each step sent fresh agony lancing through his battered body. His left eye remained swollen shut, and his split lips stung. But it was the absence of his dagger that pained him the most.

The healer, a silver-haired woman, glanced up from grinding herbs. Her expression remained unmoved at the sight of Soren’s injuries.

She gestured to an empty cot. “Come, sit. Let me take a look at those wounds.”

Soren grimaced as he lowered himself.

The healer tutted under her breath as she examined his face. “You recruits need to take more care during training. Such recklessness leads only to pain.”

Soren managed a thin smile and remained silent as she cleaned and dressed the worst of the gashes.

The cot adjacent to him was occupied by another patient. Soren glimpsed the splinted ankle and realised it was Jareth.

Jareth’s brow furrowed, and he nodded towards Soren. An unspoken question hung in the air between them.

Soren glanced away, nostrils flaring. He focused on the healer’s ministrations, enduring the sting of cleansing solutions on his torn flesh.

When she moved off to gather more supplies, Jareth broke the silence. “That looks...unpleasant. Dare I ask how it happened?”

“Kierak happened.”

“I take it you didn’t manage to retrieve your dagger?”

Soren barked a mirthless laugh. “I did, until the bastard got it back.” He shook his head. “He beat me bloody in front of everyone. And Varus just stood there, letting it happen.”

Jareth exhaled slowly, leaning back against his pillows. “This feud has become dangerously unbalanced.” His expression turned grim. “I believe it’s time you permanently deal with the situation.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Soren flexed his empty fingers. “And breaking in now would be very dangerous.”

Jareth nodded. “Indeed. But have you considered where this all started? And who holds the key to resolving this?”

Soren’s brow furrowed.

Jareth leant forward, lowering his voice. “Nia took Kierak’s dagger originally, correct?”

“Yes, so are you going to suggest she could steal back my dagger?”

“Not exactly. But if Nia were to give you Kierak’s blade...”

Soren took a moment. “That’s...that’s brilliant. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself.” He wiped fresh blood from his split lip. “But do you really think Nia will just hand it over to me?”

Jareth gave a shrug. “Her grudge is not with you, my friend. Convince her that giving the blade to you serves the greater good. Play to her noble intentions.”

Soren snorted. “Yeah, right. Noble intentions?”

“Fair point.” Jareth pushed out his bottom lip. “Tell her nothing will frustrate Kierak more. That should do it.”

The healer returned before Soren could respond. She shook her head as she examined his bruised features. “You’ll be sore for a few days, but it’s nothing permanent. Do take care, though. Next time, you may not be so fortunate.” She dismissed Soren and turned her attention to another patient.

Jareth reclined back with a tired sigh. “Just think on what I said. The path forward is yours to choose.”

Soren nodded. “I will. I know...Thanks.”
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Soren stood surveying the common room, his fingers drumming on his empty dagger sheath.

When Nia entered, laughing and japing with Isolde, Soren beckoned her over. Her grin faded as she registered the bruises on his face and joined him by the hearth.

“We need to talk.” Soren kept his voice low. “Somewhere private.”

With a nod, Nia followed him out to the secluded eastern wing.

Soren explained what had happened at the training yard, keeping his voice level, despite the simmering rage.

“That piece of crap. Next time I see him, my blade’s going straight for his heart.”

“No.” Soren shook his head. “Killing him only invites more trouble. But I need his dagger, Nia.” He searched her eyes, willing her to understand.

She raised her chin. “I’m not—”

“Imagine the look on his face when he sees he hasn’t won.”

A small smile twitched at the corners of Nia’s lips. “Say no more.”

––––––––
[image: image]


At nightfall, Soren’s door cracked open. He jolted upright in bed to see Nia slip inside. Without a word, she pressed Kierak’s dagger into his hands.

Soren’s fingers curled around its grip. “I’ll find a way to repay this debt. You have my word.”

“Kierak’s the one who’ll pay soon enough.” She slipped back out of the door and was gone.

Alone again, Soren turned the blade and watched torchlight ripple along the folded steel. The weapon felt at once familiar and foreign to his grip.

He took out his whetstone and sharpened the blade, honing its edge, and pictured driving it deep into Kierak’s chest.
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The grand hall’s vaulted ceilings amplified every shuffle and cough from the assembled recruits.

Soren stood among the tense crowd, over a hundred strong.

Beside him, Alaric shifted his weight, his brows drawn together in a perpetual scowl he’d had since they’d been roused from bed and herded here before dawn.

Torches cast flickering light across the stone walls. At the hall’s far end loomed a raised dais shaped from black stone.

Soren met Alaric’s eyes. “Any idea what this is about?”

Alaric shook his head. “Nothing good if they’ve gathered every bloody recruit at this hour.”

Around them, whispered conversations echoed off the cavernous walls.

Heavy oak doors groaned open and a hush rippled through the crowd.

One by one, the guild masters filed into the hall.

Soren recognised each instructor in turn—Masters Rolan, Varus, Elysia, Tamasin, Haldar, Quillon, Zephyra, and Savarin. Their stern expressions betrayed nothing of their purpose.

Alaric tensed, rocking forward onto the balls of his feet.

When the last master stepped onto the dais, silence smothered the hall. A black wyvern perched on his shoulder, its dark wings shimmering as its head cocked to fix the recruits with a beady glare.

Alaric nudged Soren. “Who’s that?”

Soren shrugged. “I don’t know.”

The new master stood foremost, hands folded behind his back as he surveyed the assembled recruits. His voice cut sharp and cold through the hall. “You have all been summoned here today for a singular purpose.”

He began to pace before them, the wyvern rotating on his shoulder to observe the crowd. “Each of you will be presented with a hypothetical assassination assignment. You must demonstrate how you would approach every facet of the mission.”

Murmurs rippled through the recruits before the master’s glare silenced them.

“There are no shortcuts to mastery. Your plans will be judged on attention to detail, contingencies, and resourcefulness.” His mouth twisted in a humourless grin. “The ten recruits with the least suitable proposals will be selected for the Threshing.”

Soren exchanged a glance with Alaric. Every instinct screamed that this ‘Threshing’ was something to be avoided at all costs.

After a snap of the master’s fingers, attendants distributed sheets of parchment along with writing implements.

Soren accepted the stationery, his palms already damp with sweat.

The master cleared his throat, commanding silence. “Now, here are the details of your assignment. Your target is Lord Valthorian, a high-ranking official in Ostreich. He resides in an isolated stronghold, surrounded on all sides by a moat brimming with deadly beasts. Infiltrating this heavily fortified complex will require all your cunning.”

The master’s gaze swept the room. “Lord Valthorian is known for being paranoid and difficult to predict. He keeps irregular hours and routines. You may get one chance only.” He raised a finger. “The assassination must be carried out within seven days. No support will be provided. Success or failure rests solely on your shoulders.”

Soren gazed down at the parchments, some plain, some marked with maps and diagrams.

“To further complicate matters, Lord Valthorian is hosting a lavish ball in three days’ time. This poses both risks and potential opportunities if leveraged correctly.”

Soren’s mind raced as he scribbled notes about the layered security and limited timeframe. Beside him, Alaric chewed his lip in concentration.

“You are restricted to close-quarters weaponry only. Projectiles would invite unwanted complications.” The master raised his hands, ticking off two fingers. “The stronghold has two points of entry—the main gate or a hidden tunnel accessible to only a trusted few.” He turned to Varus. “Weapons-master, your thoughts?”

“Thank you, Master Atreus.” Varus bowed his head. “The weapon must suit the killing. Choose poorly and death comes swifter for you than your target.”

Soren suppressed a shudder.

Atreus smiled. “Master Rolan?”

Rolan stepped forward. “Beware complacency. True stealth masters a situation rather than relying on invisibility alone.”

Each master added their own caveats for tackling the complex assignment. Soren’s hand cramped around the quill. So many variables to balance, so much at stake.

With the scenario laid bare, Atreus levelled his gaze at the recruits once more. “You have one hour. Let us see if you have mastered our techniques. Write your plan, ready for our assessment.”

He swept from the hall, the other masters following in his wake.

The echo of the heavy doors closing rang from the walls, followed by a swell of hushed voices.

Soren stared at the parchment showing a detailed plan of the manor house, his thoughts spinning.

Alaric blew out a long breath. “This scenario they’ve cooked up has more layers than a wedding cake. But if we put our heads together, I reckon we can crack it wide open.”

Soren nodded. “The ball seems the most obvious window of opportunity. All those distracted guests—”

Alaric snapped his fingers. “I could disguise myself as one of the serving staff. I’ll be able to slip unseen into the inner chambers while the party’s underway.”

“Good thinking.” Soren began to pace, scenarios playing out in his mind’s eye. “While you blend in among the servers, I can reach the menagerie undetected and release some of Lord Valthorian’s exotic pets into the ballroom. That should sow maximum chaos.”

Alaric rubbed his chin. “Ooh, I like that. The creatures rampaging through the ballroom will create the perfect distraction, allowing me to sneak into Valthorian’s private quarters while the guards are occupied.” He grinned. “I’ll disable any traps or locks barring entry to his inner sanctum.”

Soren nodded. “For the assassination itself, we should both be present in Valthorian’s chambers to improve our odds of success.” He drew his finger across his throat. “Once you’ve secured the room, I can prepare a poisoned drink to sedate him while you hold him at knifepoint. Then I’ll deliver the fatal blow, quick and clean.”

“Perfect. With Valthorian neutralised, I’ll put on one of the uniform sets we steal in advance to disguise myself as a guard. That’ll provide my exit strategy through the service entrance, while chaos rages.”

“And we can slip away unnoticed through that underground tunnel.” Soren pointed to the map. “We’ll meet up at a pre-arranged location in the woods afterwards to lie low until it all dies down.”

“Look at us, already cooking up an iron-clad strategy. But we need to prepare for potential contingencies too, just in case our original plan goes belly up.” He held up a finger. “Like a vial of quick-acting smoke bombs I can smash to cover our escape if we’re discovered at the wrong moment.”

“And an extra set of guard uniforms stashed nearby could prove useful if security is raised before you can slip out.”

They spent the next several minutes hashing out additional plans and escape tactics.

Soren met Alaric’s gleaming eyes. “We’ve got it. It’s creative, it covers all potential angles, and we have workarounds if we need them.”

Alaric clapped him on the back. “Too right. I reckon those stuffy masters will be plenty impressed when we lay this out for them. But we need to rehearse our answers. Anticipate any questions or doubts they might throw our way.” He balled one hand into a fist. “We need to sound confident, show no hesitation. Prove we’re ready for anything they can toss at us.”

Over the next half hour, they grilled each other on the fine details, Soren firing off questions before Alaric could probe potential flaws. They discussed gestures, body language, and how to redirect challenges from the instructors.

The heavy oak door creaked open once more and Rolan’s slight frame filled the doorway, beckoning Soren and Alaric with a crooked finger.

They followed him into the gloomy chamber lined by unlit sconces along bare stone walls.

Rolan settled himself behind a carved table and steepled his fingers beneath his chin, regarding them with his one piercing eye. “Let’s see it, then.” He gestured to Soren’s notes.

Soren handed the plan over.

“Interesting. Very interesting.” He looked up at Soren. “I have some questions.”

Soren resisted the urge to fidget. “What do you want to know?”

“First, tell me how you envision both of you leaving the assassination site undetected when your roles require being present for the final deed?”

Soren cleared his throat. “We have disguises prepared in advance that will allow us to assume alternate identities.”

“I’ll pose as a guard to move freely through the stronghold,” Alaric said. “While Soren will leverage the underground tunnel.”

Rolan steepled his fingers, head tilting. “Relying on such theatrics and elaborate disguises inevitably invites unwanted discovery.” He leant forward, fixing them with his stare. “Tell me, how many wardrobe changes and alter egos feature in your grand scheme?”

Soren and Alaric exchanged an uneasy glance as Rolan read them the gaps and flaws they’d overlooked in their excitement.

“Donning disguises and playing dress-up may appeal, but stealth lies in simplicity.” He rose and paced behind them. “Your plan has too many interconnected stages. But forced complexity is the antithesis of smooth subtlety.”

Soren and Alaric nodded.

Rolan dismissed them and they returned to the grand hall.

“That was brutal,” Alaric said.

“I thought we had a good plan.”

Alaric sniffed. “He’s just not a fan of dressing up. Things can’t get any worse.”

“Don’t say that.” Soren shook his head. “Never say that.”

The door groaned open again and Varus filled the doorway, a pair of dazed recruits stumbling out behind him.

The weapons-master fixed Soren with a piercing glare that made Rolan’s seem gentle by comparison, and he gestured for them to follow.

Varus snatched Soren’s plan and read as they walked along the corridor, muttering to himself before entering a dimly lit office.

He sank into a high-backed chair and tossed the plan across the desk to Soren. “Explain precisely how you plan to successfully manage numerous weapons and poisons simultaneously in the midst of such a high-stakes mission?”

Soren cleared his throat, willing his voice not to crack. “I will handle preparation and administration of the sedatives and lethal draughts while Alaric focuses on wielding the physical weaponry.”

“That’s not what your plan says.” Varus’s gaze hardened. “Dividing focus between multitudes of arms invites catastrophe, as any soldier knows.” He leant forward, hands braced on the table. “Consider this—what if you had access to only a single dagger? Could you still complete your task?”

Soren glanced at Alaric and the pair shook their heads. “No, sir.”

Varus straightened. “Lesson the first when undertaking hazardous missions—work with the weapons fate grants you, not an imagined arsenal.” He tapped his chin. “Arm yourself with skill to adapt your strategy accordingly.” He pointed at the door with the whip’s handle. “Now get out of my sight.”

Haldar awaited next, his imposing bulk seeming to fill the hallway.

Soren tried and failed to suppress a shiver as Haldar read over the plan.

“Inside, lads.” Haldar jerked his chin at the open door behind him and strode inside.

Soren and Alaric followed, the door booming shut.

“Your scheme relies wholly on stealth and deception. But what if confronted with brute force?” His meaty fist slammed into his open palm with an audible crack.

Soren jumped at the impact.

“Flesh can stop a blade as readily as steel. Are you prepared for that eventuality?”

Alaric stammered unconvincing assurances about using opponent strength against them until Haldar snorted in disgust.

“You’re soft as spoiled milk, the pair of you.” He pointed them both towards the door. “Plan for the unplanned and expect a fight. Always.”

The door slammed shut behind them.

“Damn.” Alaric glanced back as they slunk away.

Elysia awaited next, perched on a high-backed chair reminiscent of a throne. “Information provides the lifeblood for any successful mission. Yet you neglected even basic reconnaissance of Lord Valthorian’s stronghold.” She shook her head and tutted. “Without intel on your mark’s routine, you planned blindly.”

She rose, stepped close, and gripped each of their chins, her crimson nails digging in. “Never forget this lesson. No amount of weaponry or stealth skills can make up for lack of intelligence.”

By the time they escaped Elysia’s verbal evisceration, Tamasin waited with vials of toxins lined up to illustrate their flaws.

Each critique hammered home gaping weaknesses in their supposedly foolproof plan. Their confidence lay in tatters, earlier excitement replaced by shame.

When at last they skulked away from Quillon’s ruthless dissection of their shortcomings, neither could meet the other’s eyes.

Alaric slumped against the wall of the corridor and raked a hand through his hair. “They’re right. We got way ahead of ourselves, too focused on flashy tricks without seeing the holes.”

Soren grimaced, nodding. “We overlooked so many flaws.”

“No argument here.” A tired grin crossed Alaric’s face. “At least there’s something to build on, eh?”

Soren exhaled slowly. “Too right. The critiques were harsh but necessary.” He straightened. “We’ll only get stronger, learning from failure.”

Alaric rose to his feet. “We should head back inside.”

Soren nodded. “Let’s go.”
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The recruits stood at stiff attention as the guild masters conferred in hushed tones on the raised dais, casting furtive glances over the assembly gathered below.

Soren shifted his sweat-slick hands behind his back, pulse thundering in his ears.

After some time, Atreus stepped forward, the torchlight carving deep shadows across his sharp features. “The time has come to select candidates for the Threshing.” His voice rang out clear and cold.

Spines stiffened and jaws tensed around the cavernous hall.

Atreus gestured towards the line of recruits. “Step forward when I call your name.” His piercing gaze moved slowly over them.

“Soren.”

Heart sinking, Soren shuffled forward, eyes fixed on the stone floor.

“Alaric.”

Alaric met Soren’s gaze and gave a subtle nod.

Atreus continued his selections, clearing his throat before pronouncing more and more names.

The other recruits joined Soren and Alaric before the dais under the masters’ pitiless stares.

“Come forward, Wren.” Atreus beckoned the final recruit, completing the group of ten. His sharp features betrayed no hint of mercy.

“Now, then.” Atreus clasped his hands behind his back. “You ten have shown yourselves in need of remedial tutelage. You will undergo—”

A sudden clatter of steel interrupted him. Wren turned ashen, knocking over a torch stand.

He bolted for the towering doors, but Varus proved quicker.

A throwing knife sang from Varus’s hand, plunging into Wren’s back. Wren collapsed with a scream, blood pooling beneath him.

The recruits stood still.

Soren stared. Alaric shuffled closer until their shoulders pressed together.

Atreus gestured in annoyance to the other masters. “Remove him. And fetch Kierak forward to take his place.”

Expressionless guards in grey robes dragged the dead recruit’s body from the hall, leaving only a smear of crimson on the pale stones.

Soren and the others exchanged uneasy looks. But none moved a muscle.

Kierak sauntered up to take the vacant spot on the dais. He shot Soren and Alaric a mocking grin. “Sorry I’m late to the party, lads.”

Atreus observed the exchange, his face devoid of any reaction.

The black wyvern shifted on the master’s shoulder, observing the recruits with fathomless black eyes.

Atreus glanced down as if taking a signal from his pet. “Let that demonstration serve as your first instruction.” His gaze swept over them. “Accept the wisdom of your failures or face the consequences.” He paused before continuing. “Now, then, as I was saying, you ten recruits have been selected for the Threshing. The rest of you, dismissed.”

Dread coiled ever tighter in Soren’s chest.

As the rest of the recruits dispersed, the great doors groaned shut, sealing Soren and the others alone with the masters.

Atreus stepped down from the dais. “Come. The Threshing is at hand.”
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Soren stood in his room, a small sack open on his bed. He placed his old set of clothes inside, along with a whetstone and a tightly wrapped bundle of cured meats.

His gaze fell on the boning knife resting on his trunk. It had belonged to his father, the only possession Soren had left to remember him by.

Soren picked it up, turning the blade in his hands.

A flood of memories rushed through him—his father patiently teaching him how to gut fish, the smell of smoked trout wafting from their smoking house, his father’s proud smile the day Master Kurgan had accepted Soren as his apprentice.

Soren blinked back the sting in his eyes. He had set off from his home in search of justice. But, now, after everything he had endured and learnt, Soren found himself questioning his path.

The naïve boy seeking vengeance had faded away, replaced by...what?

Soren wasn’t sure he recognised himself anymore.

The door’s creak jarred Soren from his reverie.

Alaric entered, his own pack slung over one shoulder. “You ready?”

Without a word, the two friends left and made their way through the winding corridors toward the courtyard.

When they arrived at the launching area, eight other recruits awaited them, their shoulders hunched against the chill air.

Gathered at the edge of the courtyard stood Ganrel, Isolde, and Nia. Jareth stood behind them, leaning on a crutch. The group drifted towards Soren and Alaric.

Ganrel came to a halt, his expression unreadable. “May your skills prove worthy of the challenge ahead.”

Soren nodded. “Thanks.”

“So this is the infamous Threshing,” Isolde said. “A trial by fire meant to separate the feeble from the—”

“You’ve got to be joking—”

“Not helping, Isolde,” Alaric snapped.

She shrugged. “I’m simply illuminating the—”

Soren silenced her with a glare. “We appreciate you coming out to see us off.”

Jareth limped over to them. He met Soren’s eyes with a sombre nod.

Nia stepped forward last. Before Soren could react, she pulled his face toward hers and kissed him. “Try not to die, eh?” She squeezed Soren’s shoulder, her playful smile belying the concern in her eyes. She turned to Alaric. “Look after each other.”

As Alaric spoke to Isolde, Ganrel drew close to Soren. “Don’t listen to Nia. He drags you down. He’s deadweight. Cut him off.”

Soren sniffed and stepped back. “I’ll think on that.”

Dienerin hovered nearby. “Those not taking part in the Threshing must leave. Those taking part should board.”

Soren passed his gaze over the fortress and offered the others a forced smile before turning to the balloon.

Suppressing a shudder as the balloon’s flame roared to life, Soren ascended the creaking steps into the cabin.

Inside, benches lined the walls beneath round windows. Soren chose a spot beside Alaric, across from Kierak. The other recruits clustered on the benches, shooting wary looks around the confines.

With the last recruit aboard, Atreus followed. He turned towards the hatch and gave a sharp whistle. The mooring lines snapped taut as the wyverns flexed their wings.

They began beating in unison. The balloon swayed, ropes groaning.

Soren gasped, despite himself, as the ground fell away. The wyverns strained against their harnesses, immense wings driving them higher.

The fortress dwindled to a grey smudge amid emerald forests. Soren’s stomach lurched. He tore his gaze from the shrinking landscape to meet Alaric’s wide eyes.

Soren focused on steadying his breaths while the wyverns’ percussive wingbeats underscored the wooden creak of the cabin.

Atreus observed the recruits from his seat at the cabin’s front, his black wyvern staring into them with eyes like ravenglass. “I trust you’re all settled.” His smile remained devoid of warmth. “Good. We’ve a fair distance yet to cover.”

Soren swallowed hard and rested his head back against the cabin wall.

The forests and fields blurred into a patchwork below.

“The Threshing.” Alaric leant close to Soren, his voice barely audible. “Reckon that name’s supposed to put the fear in us?”

Soren sniffed. “If it is, it’s working.”

They sat hunched on the bench, swaying with the balloon’s motion.

Alaric grimaced. “Never bodes well to be compared to grain.”

“True. I’d rather not discover if it’s meant literally.”

“What do you think it is?”

Soren shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine. Some sort of punishment for failing that exercise.” His palms grew slick.

“Yeah.” Alaric shivered. “The way that poor sod was killed for trying to flee suggests...something bad.”

Soren nodded. “Perhaps it’s some sort of intensive training.”

“What? More intense than what we’ve already been through?”

“Perhaps. And what was Isolde talking about. Fire? Is that literal too?”

“Damn. Maybe they’re going to kill us.”

“If they were going to kill us, we’d be dead already.”

Atreus cleared his throat, interrupting their conversation. “No need for idle speculation. You’ll discover the nature of the Threshing soon enough.” His smile remained cold, his voice like dragged stone. “Patience is a virtue we aim to instil.”

Soren clenched his jaw and turned his face back to the window.

“How long’s it been now?” Alaric asked. “Since we arrived at the guild?”

Soren leant back, watching clouds chase shadows across the fields far below. “Weeks, but it feels like it’s been a lifetime.”

“Too right. We were different people when we washed up at those gates. More boys than men.”

“Clueless fools.”

“What do you mean?”

Soren shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

After a long silence, Alaric gestured behind him. “Do you think we’ll see the others again?”

“I hope so.”

“What was that with you and Nia? Something you’re not telling me about?”

Soren’s cheeks prickled. “I don’t know what that was.”

Alaric cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Really.” Soren smiled.

“You think we’ll go back there?”

“To the fortress?”

“Yeah.”

Soren’s smile faded. “There’s still so much more to learn.” His throat tightened. “Whatever this Threshing is, it will only make us stronger. It has to.”

Silence stretched between them, filled only by the creak of ropes and the rush of air beyond the cabin walls.

Soren shifted, unable to get comfortable on the hard bench. He glanced at Atreus, but the assassin master remained withdrawn, gazing at some middle distance through the window.

Leaning close, Alaric lowered his voice. “What would happen if we refused? Decided not to face this...Threshing?”

“You mean flee? Here?”

Alaric gave a slight nod towards the window. “We’re far from the fortress now. No one could stop us if we...” He gestured vaguely.

“I don’t fancy our odds.” Soren wrinkled his nose. “Even if we could get away clean somehow, we’d be marked for death. The guild would find us.”

“You’re right.” Alaric sighed. “No going back now.”

The rolling countryside continued its steady passage far below.

Alaric shifted in his seat. “I heard what Ganrel said to you, by the way.”

“Ganrel’s a fool.” Soren gripped Alaric’s forearm, meeting his gaze. “We’ll face this together, as always.”

Alaric nodded, returning the grip with a faint smile. “Too right. It’s us against those bastards. Promise me that doesn’t change.”

“You have my word.” Soren tightened his grip before releasing.

“Maybe he’s right, though.”

“Who is?”

“Ganrel. Reckon I’ve been holding you back.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that you’d be better off without me keeping you down.” Alaric gave an offhand shrug, but his jaw remained tense. “You’re the real talent between us. This mess is probably my fault for dragging you down during the exercise.”

“Don’t be stupid. You’ve helped me more than you can know. Our loyalty makes us strong, remember? I need you at my side.”

“Yeah, course. Forget I said anything.”
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The moon shone bright by the time the wyverns began angling into a slow descent.

Soren made out a sprawling city of blocky stone buildings. “Welttor.”

“Must be headed back to that building. What was it called?”

“A. G. and Associates.”

Alaric frowned. “Yeah. That’s the one.”

Rope groaned as the balloon sank lower.

Soren gripped the bench, bracing himself for the landing.

The wyverns back-winged as the cabin touched down at the balloon port.

Atreus got up and strode past Soren and the other recruits without a backwards glance. “Come. We have arrived.”

Soren took a steadying breath. “Stay close and watch yourself, Alaric.”

“And you.”

They descended the stairs in silence.
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Leaving the port, Soren trudged along bustling cobblestone streets, following several paces behind Atreus.

All around them, Welttor teemed with life. Iron lampposts illuminated busy avenues lined with tidy brick townhouses and shops with large bay windows displaying their wares. The cries of food vendors and chatter of passersby formed a constant din.

Soren cast a glance over his shoulder, his eyes narrowed. Three grey-cloaked figures trailed at a distance, just far enough to blur their features.

Soren edged closer to Alaric. “Seems we’re being followed.”

“Any idea who they are?”

“Guild. Has to be.”

“Reckon they’re making sure we don’t bolt?”

“More like ensuring we face this Threshing...whatever it is.”

They descended deeper into Welttor’s winding streets.

Tidy stone façades gave way to leaning timber buildings with sagging roofs.

The streets opened onto a broad cobblestone plaza overlooking the harbour.

Scores of ship masts bobbed beyond the sea wall as gulls wheeled overhead.

Soren slowed. “I don’t think we’re staying in Welttor.”

“I thought we’d made a few wrong turns.”

“We’re leaving Wiete. But to where?”

“Does it matter? Anywhere’s got to be better than here.”

Soren shook his head. “This confirms their influence extends beyond these shores.”

Alaric blew out a long breath. “There goes my plans for doing a runner to Ostreich.”

As they stepped onto a pier, Soren gazed up at a three-masted clipper.

“You think that’s ours?” Alaric asked.

Soren shrugged. “Looks that way.”

Squaring his shoulders, Soren strode toward the waiting ship, Alaric close behind. Their shadowy escorts blended back into the crowds thronging the harbour front.

Each of Soren’s steps down the worn planks seemed to echo back at him.

Behind him, the other recruits’ muted footsteps filled the silence.

As Soren reached the pier’s end, his breath caught.

In the moonlight, the ship reminded him more of a sun-bleached carcass than a seaworthy vessel.

Faded paint peeled from the hull in curling strips, any legible words long since lost to the ravages of salt and neglect.

Beside him, Alaric shuffled closer until their shoulders nearly touched. He turned as Atreus strode down the dock towards them.

Atreus halted. “Welcome to the Threshing.”

The other recruits shifted uneasily.

Soren focused on keeping his breaths measured and his face neutral, despite his racing pulse.

Atreus turned and strode up the gangplank.

Soren hung back as the other recruits followed.

Alaric waved towards the ship. “After you.”

Suppressing another shiver, Soren led the way onto the weathered planks.

As they reached the middle of the deck, Soren scanned his surroundings. Ropes and sails fluttered overhead. Shadows pooled around crates and barrels. A raised aftcastle loomed above the deck, with doors and stairwells promising a warren of compartments below.

Atreus ascended the worn steps to the ship’s wheel. He surveyed the gathered recruits. “Night will fade soon. Prepare yourselves for what awaits.”

A high, keening cry split the air.

Soren snapped his head up, scouring the swaying rigging overhead. Near the main mast, a dark shape spread its wings.

Dienerin swept lower before extending her talons to land on the main mast. She shifted, shuffling her wings and peering down at the gathered recruits.

Figures cloaked in mottled grey emerged from below deck to unfurl the tattered sails. They worked in efficient silence, scaling the rigging and loosening ropes until the sails billowed, snapping taut in the brisk night wind.

The ship groaned as it drifted into open waters.

Soren braced his legs against the rocking motion, one hand gripping the railing.

“I’d like to say it feels good to be back at sea,” Alaric said.

The shoreline retreated into the darkness until Welttor’s twinkling lights faded from view.

Unease weighed heavy on the recruits gathered along the starboard railing. Even Kierak’s perpetual glower seemed diminished.

Atreus remained at the ship’s wheel. Dienerin perched motionless beside him.

Alaric shifted closer to Soren as the swells grew steadily beneath them. “Reckon they’ll toss us overboard to tread water till we drown?”

Soren sniffed. “More likely we’ll be forced to swab the decks on hands and knees.”

“While being flogged raw, no doubt.”

“We’ve handled everything they’ve thrown at us so far. We’ll get through this too.”

Alaric nodded and gazed across the Braun Sea. “Maybe they’ll get us to be pirates.”

“What’s that got to do with Threshing?”

Alaric shrugged. “What’s any of this got to do with Threshing?”

Time crawled by, the recruits left waiting as the ship plied through the restless waters. The sea grew steadily rougher, sending spray across the deck with each heaving swell.
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At last, the anchor chain rattled loud enough to rouse the most seasick recruit.

The ship soon stood bobbing on the waves.

They had no doubt arrived at some predetermined point, miles from any shore.

Atreus descended the steps from the aftcastle, his piercing gaze sweeping over the gathered recruits. He came to a halt before them, his hands clasped behind his back. “You have been brought here to face the Threshing.” His voice rang out clear above the whooshing waves. “Let me be plain. This will be a battle to the death. You ten recruits will fight until only two remain standing.”

Bile rose to Soren’s throat.

Atreus began to pace before them. “The rules are simple. You will use any means at your disposal to be the last ones breathing when the ordeal concludes. The ship is your arena.” He flung out a hand towards the swaying masts overhead. “Anything you find on board can be utilised, be it blade or bare hands.”

He paused, pinning the recruits with his glare. “Make no mistake. If you attempt escape, you invite only swifter death. Is that in any way unclear?”

Kierak shifted, a slow grin spreading across his face.

Soren’s pulse roared in his ears. He darted a look at Alaric and saw his own dread mirrored on his friend’s face.

“You have all shown yourselves wanting.” Atreus’s piercing eyes moved from recruit to recruit. “But the final victors will be elevated to the rank of apprentice, their mettle proven by blood.” He drove a fist into his open palm. “When the horn sounds, the Threshing will begin. The horn will sound to mark every death until only the victors remain.”

Atreus surveyed them a final time before turning on his heels. He ascended to the aftcastle once more, the black wyvern clinging to his shoulder.

Dienerin perched motionless on the swaying mast, overseeing them all.

The reality of what they faced sank in. There would be no mercy here. When the Threshing was over, eight of them would be dead. Murdered by their own hands.

Only two would leave this ship alive. The rest...

Around the deck, the recruits busied themselves with last-minute preparations, touching talismans and checking weapons. One recruit knelt in fervent prayer, his words lost to the wind. Kierak paced the creaking boards, limbering up his muscles and casting furtive glances around the group.

Soren checked his own dagger. The blade suddenly felt fragile in his grip.

As the rising sun stained the planks, Atreus descended the aftcastle steps. He strode the length of the ship towards where a small boat waited, tied to the railing.

Joined by the other guild members, he stepped over the side and descended, never once looking back at the recruits.

Once seated at the rudder, he raised his head. “May you find what you’re made of.”

With that, a man in grey freed the mooring line and those on the boat grasped the oars. Each dip and splash widened the distance between them and the ship.

In Atreus’s wake, silence once more took hold of the deck.

Soren shuddered and clenched his jaw as the last remnants of night bled from the sky.

He readied himself, steadying each breath. Beside him, Alaric rolled his shoulders, limbering up for whatever lay ahead.

A horn sounded.
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Soren flinched, his stomach lurching as the low, brassy note resonated through his bones.

Around the deck, spines snapped straight.

Soren shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, ready to bolt.

Three recruits broke for the aftcastle in a scramble of boots.

Soren sprinted towards the stairs leading below decks, but Alaric grabbed his arm.

“High ground controls the field.”

Soren cursed to himself and followed Alaric to the foremast.

They clambered up the rigging, heading for the crow’s nest. The perch would grant them a clear vantage of anyone approaching.

Reaching the railed platform, Soren scanned the deck. A tall lad sprinted for the stairs. Kierak hoisted a club from a supply crate. “What’s our strategy?”

Alaric pushed out his bottom lip. “Let the chaos unfold while we wait and watch.”

Soren gave a terse nod. “I think you’re right. Patience is the key.”

Shouts and a concussive crack came from below.

Soren waited, tracking each recruit below while Alaric kept watch at his back.

When the sounds of fighting faded, Soren pointed to a recruit wielding an axe and wearing a helmet. “There must be weapons on board...an armoury.”

Alaric stared down. “We can’t take on someone armed like that with just daggers.”

“We need to see what we can find. Use our stealth.”

Before Alaric could argue, Soren slipped from the crow’s nest before dropping to the deck.

At the stairs, he tested the latch of a storage room door. Inside, he found a selection of worn seafaring tools. He hefted a marlinspike and pickaxe.

Alaric dropped beside him as quick steps sounded outside. Soren spun, brandishing the pick as a slim woman filled the doorway.

“Watch out!”

The woman slashed out with a dagger meant for Alaric. He dodged back, her strike hitting the air.

Soren surged forward, but she slipped back.

She smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll make it quick.”

She lunged again, but Soren hurled the marlinspike towards her, knocking her off her feet.

Leaving the marlinspike behind, Soren bolted onto the deck below.

“We need to keep moving.” Alaric glanced behind them. “We can’t get cornered like that again.”

They moved for the stairs.

“We need to press on. Watch each other’s backs.”

Alaric stopped and met Soren’s eyes. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“We either do this or we die. This is about survival now.”

Soren tugged Alaric’s sleeve and slipped into the passage leading below.

Soren descended a final ladder into the forward hold, a gaping cavern lined with crates, barrels, nets, rope, and sailcloth.

Their footsteps echoed too loud in the gloom.

A scrape of leather on wood.

Soren jerked Alaric clear of the dagger hissing past his head.

Kierak stepped from the shadows, his teeth bared. “Getting slow, old friend.” He twirled his blade, his eyes narrowing. “But then you were always half a step behind me, weren’t you, Soren?”

Soren gestured between them. “There’s two of us and one of you.”

“I could take ten of you down in my sleep.”

Alaric drew his dagger. “You could try.”

Soren readied his pickaxe. “Working together has got us this far.”

“Yeah?” Kierak rubbed his chin.

Alaric and Soren shifted away from each other, creating space.

Kierak grinned. “The other fools won’t know what hit them.”

Alaric frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Kierak pointed his dagger at Soren. “If we join forces, none stand a chance against us.” He let his guard down and looked between them. “Well?”

Soren exchanged a look with Alaric. “What do you think?”

Alaric sheathed his dagger, stepped forward, and extended a hand.

He swept Kierak’s feet from under him, sending him sprawling, his dagger spinning out of reach.

Soren stomped hard on his wrist before he could rise.

He snatched the dagger from the deck and swapped it with the one in his sheath, tossing Kierak’s into the shadows. “We don’t need you.”

Face contorting, Kierak heaved upward to attack, but Alaric’s boot cracked against his temple.

He collapsed in a limp pile.

Soren drew his dagger and placed its edge against Kierak’s exposed throat. It felt good to have his dagger back in its rightful place. Good to have not let Kierak win.

Soren tensed to act.

He released an unsteady breath and lowered the blade.

Kierak remained motionless.

“Come on.” Alaric yanked Soren’s arm. “Let’s go.”

They turned towards the passage leading to the upper decks.

They emerged into swirling mist on the aftcastle.

Beside Soren, Alaric inhaled sharply.

Soren turned to see crimson staining his left sleeve. “What happened?”

“It’s nothing, just a graze.” Alaric couldn’t mask the pain in his eyes as he probed the gash. “Must have been that woman by the tool cupboard.”

“Here, let me see.” Soren examined the knife wound and sliced a ribbon of material from his tunic. “We can use this as a bandage for now.” Meeting Alaric’s tense stare, Soren squeezed his uninjured shoulder. “We endure this together or not at all. I swear.”

Alaric managed a strained smile.
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Among the lower decks, they found a temporary haven behind emptied supply crates. Soren dressed Alaric’s wound in silence, while screams and running feet echoed through the passageways.

“We should rest here while we can. It’s only a matter of time before someone finds us again.”

Alaric tested his bandaged arm and nodded. “We’ll be ready.”

As Alaric settled back to recover his strength, Soren checked his dagger and sharpened its edge. At least Kierak had taken care to keep it clean.

He turned his attention to the pickaxe, honing its head to a pair of wicked points.

The horn sounded.

Soren froze at the scrape of boots nearby, the harsh rasp of laboured breaths. He gripped his dagger tight, his pickaxe ready to swing.

When the steps halted behind the door, he held his breath.

Soren took position behind a crate while Alaric braced himself against the wall.

A hulking silhouette appeared in the doorway, obscured by flickering backlight.

Soren tensed, coiled to spring.

As a second figure crowded into the doorway’s gap, Soren leapt forward, dagger flashing.

There was no time for him to think. No time for her to scream. Soren sliced across the woman’s throat, allowing her to collapse to the deck.

He spun and swung his pickaxe into the first intruder’s thigh.

With a bellow, the bulky man stumbled back, warding off Soren’s dagger swipes.

Soren charged, slamming the figure into the passage wall, his dagger sinking deep into the man’s gut.

He freed his blade.

“Soren, watch out!”

He spun at Alaric’s cry, barely dodging a wild, swinging club from a third attacker.

Off balance, Soren couldn’t avoid the next blow targeted at his side.

Agony flared white-hot.

Huge hands closed around Soren’s throat as he kicked and flailed.

Light dimmed at the edges of his vision.

He clawed at the fingers crushing his windpipe.

Then the grip loosened and Soren sucked in a sweet breath.

Blinking away sweat, he gaped at the sight of Kierak wrenching his dagger free from the man’s throat.

Soren met Alaric’s hollow stare.

The horn rang out three times.

But Soren felt nothing—this was about survival.

Soren readied himself for Kierak’s attack. His grip tightened on the blood-slick dagger, the pickaxe heavy in his offhand.

Kierak sheathed his dagger and opened his palms. “I saved you.”

Soren narrowed his eyes. “So?”

“I just want to talk.”

“Or beg,” Alaric said.

Kierak laughed bitterly. “I meant what I said. I came to propose a truce.”

Soren’s lip curled. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because I’ve seen how well you work as a unit. I want in.” Kierak’s gaze bored into them. “What do you say?”

Soren leant towards Alaric, his gaze still fixed on Kierak. “What do you think?”

“I think he’s genuine.”

“I am,” Kierak said. “In the eyes of Creation, I swear it.”

“And an extra pair of eyes watching our backs is no bad thing.”

Soren considered this. “Until there’s three of us left and then he’ll turn on us.”

“I will.” Kierak looked between them. “But you know that. And, until then, you have my word.”

“Alright.” Soren gave a slight nod. “But any tricks before then, and you die.”

Kierak smiled. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
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Soren’s boot slipped on a puddle of viscous fluid as he rounded the corner. The dim light played tricks on his eyes, casting twisting shadows that seemed to writhe along the walls. He steadied himself against a stack of mouldy crates and listened.

He strained to hear any sounds over the ship’s creaking.

The barest scuff of a heel on wood caught his attention.

He signalled to Alaric and Kierak with two fingers, pointing to a darkened alcove halfway down the passage.

They split up, each taking cover behind the haphazard barricades of ropes, barrels, and broken masts cluttering the aftcastle.

Soren kept his breathing shallow, his eyes and ears focused.

A flicker of movement.

Alaric’s lilting whistle pierced the silence.

They charged at a pair of recruits.

Soren parried a blow from the first, the force jarring his shoulder.

Kierak slipped from the shadows, brutal efficiency guiding his blade across the second recruit’s throat.

Before Soren could react, the second recruit crashed limp to the floor, his blood spreading across the floorboards.

Kierak’s eyes glinted.

The first recruit broke away and raced for the exit.

A horn blast sounded.

Kierak turned to Soren. “You should have gone after him.”

“He could have been leading us to a trap.”

“You don’t know that.”

“And neither do you.”

Tension hung in the air before Alaric stepped between them. “Come on. We need to keep focused.”

Kierak nodded, his glower still fixed on Soren. “Agreed.”

Soren’s hand twitched on his dagger’s handle. “Let’s go.”

Kierak moved ahead, zig-zagging between the shadows, his blond hair and scar standing out in the dim light.

They turned a corner and Alaric tensed, his hand on his dagger.

Soren strained his ears, aware now of a scraping sound up ahead. He raised his hand, signalling for them to stop.

Pressing himself against the wall, he edged forward.

The noise grew louder.

As he peered around the corner, Soren found a rat scratching at a board.

The creature shot into a hole.

“What was it?” Alaric asked.

“Just a rat.”

Behind Soren, Kierak scoffed. “We should keep moving, not jumping at shadows.”

Soren turned to go, gesturing for the others to follow.

Alaric fell into step beside him, his voice dropping to a whisper. “What’s the plan?”

“We should try and search for food. See what we can find.”

“I’m knackered. How long has it been since we slept?”

Soren shrugged as they emerged onto the main deck.

He squinted at the glaring sky and breathed in the fresh sea air. “The galley may still have supplies. We’ll check there first.”

Alaric covered his eyes. “We should get back down there. Don’t need our eyes adjusting too much.”

“Good thinking.”

Soren descended the steps, one hand on his dagger’s hilt. The stale air grew damper with each step.

He reached the bottom and paused, letting his eyes adjust again to the dim light.

He signalled to a doorway leading to what he hoped was the galley. “It’s clear for now. Let’s check in here.”

He moved through the debris, his senses on high alert, and stepped through the doorway.

He paused and listened, taking in the stench of rot.

Empty pots and pans lay scattered across the floor. A wooden table missing a leg leant against the wall. Shelves that once held foodstuffs stood empty.

He turned back to the others with a shake of his head. “Nothing. Keep moving.”

Kierak shot him a glare that Soren chose to ignore.

Soren led the way as the trio moved through the lower decks, picking their way over splintered floorboards and around broken barrels.

They reached a junction where the passage split in two directions. Soren hesitated, peering down each corridor, listening.

He waited a few moments before moving down the left passage, his footsteps silent on the weathered boards.

The passage opened into a larger storage area. Stacked crates and coils of rope created a maze of hiding spots. Soren’s senses strained, alert for any sound or movement.

A scuffing noise rang out.

Soren froze.

For a long moment, only silence.

Then, so faint he almost missed it, a quiet exhalation.

Someone was here.

Soren slid behind a pile of crates, peering between the gaps. At first, he saw nothing.

A flash of movement caught his eye—a figure, crouched low behind a barricade of boxes.

Soren’s pulse quickened. He signalled to Alaric and Kierak and crept around the room’s edge.

He lifted two fingers to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle.

Alaric burst from the shadows, knocking over a crate, his dagger glinting.

The recruit spun and raised his blade, just in time to block Alaric’s swing.

Alaric pressed the attack, raining down blows on the recruit’s defences.

His relentless assault forced the recruit back.

Soren leapt forward to join the fight.

The recruit feinted left and then dodged right, sprinting for a narrow passageway.

Soren raced after him, but the recruit disappeared into the gloom. “Damn it.”

Alaric clasped his shoulder. “We’ll find him again.”

Kierak sniffed. “Maybe next time, you two stand guard while I fight.”

Soren shrugged. “Whatever works.”

A guttural yell split the air.

Kierak locked in combat with a second, larger recruit. The man forced Kierak back with powerful overhead swings.

With a roar of his own, Kierak slipped under the recruit’s guard and drove his dagger into his chest.

Blood spurted as the massive recruit collapsed, dead before he hit the floor.

Kierak flicked the blood from his blade and turned to Soren. His cold stare seemed to dare them to challenge him.

Soren gazed at the fallen recruit, his chest tight. He had known this alliance with Kierak was risky, but the casual brutality still shook him.

The horn blast reverberated through the ship.

“How in Creation’s name do they know—?”

Kierak wiped his blade clean, his eyes never leaving Soren’s. “We have one more to find.”

Alaric nodded. “Yeah, come on. We need to keep moving.”

Kierak shrugged and stalked off down the passageway ahead.

Soren followed Kierak deeper into the bowels of the ship, his senses straining for any sign of movement.

Soren kept his hand on his dagger’s hilt, his pickaxe held tight. He didn’t like having Kierak so close.

A clatter made Soren freeze. He whirled, blade drawn to find Alaric retrieving his dropped dagger.

“Sorry. Guess I’m a bit jumpy.”

Soren forced a smile. “And tired.”

Rounding a corner, they entered a small dining room.

Kierak entered first, dagger ready.

As Soren moved to follow, a dark shape exploded from behind a barrel.

Soren reacted on instinct. He threw himself sideways as a blade sliced past him. The sword caught the edge of his tunic, drawing a hot line of pain across his ribs.

He hit the floor hard, breath bursting from his lungs.

Dazed, he looked up at the recruit looming over him, his sword raised for a killing blow.

Alaric slammed into the recruit, driving him back.

They traded furious blows, steel ringing on steel.

Soren scrambled to his feet, wincing at the flare of pain in his side.

His tunic was ripped, blood seeping through.

Gritting his teeth, he moved to help Alaric.

But Kierak was faster. In two strides he closed the distance and met the recruit’s blade.

The man shoved Alaric back, sending him headlong over a dining table. He swept Kierak off his feet before making his escape.

Soren took off after him, sprinting through the dim passages, vaulting barrels, and dodging support beams.

Up ahead, the recruit scrambled around a corner.

Gritting his teeth through the pain, Soren careened around the corner and caught a flash of movement near a ladder leading topside.

With a final desperate effort, he launched himself forward, swinging his pickaxe at the air as the recruit scurried up the ladder out of reach.

Chest heaving, he turned to find Kierak and Alaric approaching.

“We’ll get him next time.”

Soren nodded, but his hands still shook.

“We should move,” Kierak said. “No use staying in one place. We need to hunt him down before he has a chance to set traps.”

He headed for the ladder without waiting for a response.

Soren and Alaric followed, emerging back into dim sunlight on the deck above.

Soren took a deep breath, trying to clear the stale air from his lungs, wincing at the pain along his ribs.

Looking around, he spotted Kierak scanning the horizon. Alaric stood nearby, fiddling with the scrap of cloth tied around his wound.

“How you feeling?”

Alaric shook his head. “Sore. You?”

“Same.” He gestured to Kierak. “Any sign of him?”

Kierak shook his head. “No. But he can’t have got far.”

“We’ll find him,” Alaric said.

Kierak turned and headed towards the ship’s bow. “I’ll check the forecastle. You two search below decks again.”

As Kierak’s footsteps faded, Soren turned to Alaric. “I don’t like splitting up. Safety in numbers, right?”

Alaric nodded. “You’re right. But as soon as that recruit’s gone, Kierak’s going after us. But, until then, we need him, as much as I hate to admit it.”

Soren sighed. “I know. I just...” He trailed off, unsure how to voice his misgivings.

“I know.”
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Soren and Alaric moved through the gloomy passageways below deck, checking empty cabins and storage rooms. The ship groaned around them, water lapping its hull.

Soren’s thoughts churned as he searched. Was ruthlessness the only way forward? Could he harden himself like this? Did he want to?

A faint shuffling sound snapped him back to the present. He and Alaric exchanged a glance then crept towards an open cabin door.

Inside, the recruit rummaged through a trunk, muttering to himself.

Soren looked at Alaric askance and tilted his head in a silent question.

Alaric nodded, and they moved into the cabin, blades ready.

The recruit spun, sword drawn. He dived shoulder-first into Alaric’s gut, sending him to the floor.

With a grunt, he kicked Soren’s left wrist, releasing the pickaxe from his grip.

He swung his sword back and forth, each strike parried by Soren’s dagger.

Soren’s ribs exploded in sudden agony as the recruit landed a well-aimed punch. He stumbled but kept his feet under him, raising his dagger to deflect a blow at his throat.

The recruit pressed forward, his strikes coming faster than Soren could counter.

With a swing of his sword, the recruit sent Soren’s dagger spinning from his grip.

It embedded itself in the far wall of the cabin, as useless now as the pickaxe.

Soren squared his shoulders, raising his fists though he knew it was futile.

The recruit stalked forward, lips peeled back in a savage grin.

“No escape now. You die here.”

Soren edged sideways along the wall, searching for something, anything he could use as a weapon.

The recruit matched his steps, cutting off any chance of escape.

As Soren’s back hit the corner, the recruit raised his sword high.

In that last desperate moment, Soren’s fingers brushed against his father’s boning knife at his belt.

He tore it from its sheath and lunged with his remaining strength, driving the slender blade up under the recruit’s ribs.

The recruit choked in surprise, eyes going wide as dark blood spilled over Soren’s hand.

Soren held the knife firm, despite the recruit’s spasms.

With a heavy thud, the recruit collapsed lifeless to the floor.

Soren sank to his knees, bleeding and exhausted.

The boning knife slipped from his fingers, now stained red.

His own blood dripped from the gash along his side, forming a small pool beneath him.

Across the cabin, Alaric stirred.

“Alaric? Are you alright?”

Alaric groaned. “I’ll live.”

A horn blasted through the ship.

“Well done.” Alaric stumbled to his feet. “How many’s that now?”

“I think there’s three of us left.”

“You sure?”

Soren shrugged and grimaced at the movement. “I think so.”

Alaric shambled over to Soren and looked down at the recruit’s body. “It had to be done.”

Soren glanced at him. “I know. But that doesn’t make it easier.”

“No.” Alaric let out a sigh. “It doesn’t.”

Soren wiped the blood from his father’s knife and slid it back onto his belt. He yanked his dagger from the wall and snatched up his pickaxe, trying to ignore the lancing pain.

With Alaric’s help, he bound his wounded side as best he could to slow the bleeding. Then they stumbled out into the passageway.

Soren took a breath. “We need to be ready for Kierak.”
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The ship groaned around them, timbers creaking beneath the onslaught of wind.

“Every time the waves hit, it feels like we’re getting closer to our own graves.”

“Cheerful thought, that,” Alaric said. “But don’t worry—”

A loud crash echoed through the ship.

Soren froze in place and inclined his head.

The noise came again and the tension dropped from his shoulders.

“Just cargo shifting.” He shook his head. “Storm’s picking up.”

“We’d better find Kierak soon, then. Before things get even worse.”

Soren led Alaric into a small hiding spot among barrels and coiled rope.

As they caught their breath, Soren considered their options. “We need a plan.”

“Agreed. We should ambush him. Use noise as a decoy, and catch him off guard.”

“Might work, but we’d need the right spot.” He glanced at the rope. “Or we could set traps. Slow him down, maybe even injure him.”

“Good thought. But that might take too much time. Time we don’t have.”

“Perhaps we’re better off confronting him directly. In that storm, unpredictability might be our greatest asset.”

Alaric nodded. “True.”

“Are we doing this then?”

“Yeah.”

They emerged from their hiding place into the corridor beyond.

Soren moved with care, his father’s knife poised, his senses straining.

At the first junction, Soren halted.

He signalled for Alaric to wait as he listened.

Soren nodded for them to proceed.

A dark shape emerged from the gloom.

Steel flashed before him, rough hands slamming him against the wall.

Kierak loomed from the shadows, his lips peeled back in a feral grin.

He threw himself at Alaric, his dagger aimed for his throat.

Soren parried the strike aside. But the force of Kierak’s charge knocked Alaric off balance, hurling him backwards into the side passage.

Kierak rounded on Soren, dwarfing him with sheer bulk alone.

Soren retreated beneath a barrage of hammering blows, blocking and dodging as best he could.

Kierak whirled on Alaric, smashing an elbow against his skull.

Alaric struck the hull, the crack of bone followed by his agonised scream.

Soren surged forward, feinting and slashing, forcing Kierak back.

Blades locked between them, muscles quivering with the strain.

With a roar, Kierak shoved Soren away, Soren’s knife scoring a glancing blow along Kierak’s forearm.

Soren backed up several paces.

Alaric lay unmoving nearby, his arm bent at an unnatural angle.

The horn hadn’t sounded. He hoped Alaric was still alive.

Kierak stalked forward, fresh blood staining his teeth red.

Soren turned and bolted for the ladder.

Taking the slippery steps three at a time, he emerged into the full fury of the storm.

The deck pitched and rolled beneath his feet, the wind tearing at his skin, stinging his eyes.

He scrambled for purchase, peering back at the hatch. Had he made a mistake leaving Alaric alone?

Kierak appeared from the hatch, his eyes narrowing.

Without a word, he charged.

Soren parried the dagger swipes, his boots sliding on soaked boards.

Kierak struck again and again, each blow jarring Soren’s aching arms.

With a swift feint, Kierak broke through Soren’s guard and struck Soren’s wrist with his dagger’s hilt.

The knife skittered from Soren’s grip, spinning away along the deck.

Kierak’s laughter rose through the gale.

Jaw clenched, Soren flew at Kierak with fists raised.

He ducked under a swipe and smashed an uppercut to Kierak’s jaw.

His left hook met only air as Kierak sidestepped.

Kierak slammed a fist into Soren’s temple.

White exploded behind his eyes, rocking him on his feet.

Before he could recover, blows rained down in a blinding fury.

Soren hit the deck hard.

Kierak stood over him, his breaths heavy, his eyes glinting as lightning arced across the sky.

Soren blinked blood from his eyes and staggered to stand.

A huge wave crashed over the deck, knocking them both from their feet.

Soren gasped and flailed, salt water burning his nose and throat.

He dragged himself upright, coughing and shivering as water dripped from his hair, the low rumble of thunder shaking the sky.

Across the deck, Kierak hauled himself up by the railing, hacking up seawater. He met Soren’s eyes and snarled. “Give up yet?” He gestured to the churning waves. “Or would you rather let the sea take you?”

Soren swayed, knuckles raw and bleeding. What chance did he have against Kierak? Perhaps stepping off the ship was the best option.

Lightning seared the sky, causing Kierak to start.

In that moment, Soren saw the man beneath—just as scared as he was.

Jaw tight, he waved Kierak forward.

He hadn’t lasted to this point in the Threshing to give up now. Whatever end awaited, he would face it on his feet. He would fight to the end.

A shout pierced the storm as Alaric emerged from below deck.

Face etched with pain, he hurled a loose length of rigging at Kierak with his one good arm.

It struck home, tangling around Kierak’s shoulders.

Soren scrambled back as Kierak thrashed and clawed at the rope.

Alaric met his gaze and managed a pained grin.

As Kierak shredded the last of the rigging, he rounded on Alaric. “You’ll pay for that, cripple.”

Kierak closed the distance in two huge strides, a massive fist hammering down.

Alaric tried to duck, but injury slowed him.

The blow caught his shoulder, dropping him to his knees with a choked groan.

Soren circled wide, scanning for anything to even their odds.

Kierak continued his assault, raining kicks and punches upon Alaric’s prone form.

But the attacks lacked focus—a weakness to exploit.

A length of broken spar, no doubt torn free by the storm, caught Soren’s eye.

He gripped the sodden timber, hefting its solid weight, its splintered end tapering to a jagged point.

Kierak raised a boot, aiming a stomp at Alaric’s head.

Soren hurtled forward, the spar braced.

He rammed into Kierak just as the boot fell, skewering through leathers and deep into flesh.

Kierak’s bellow rang through Soren’s skull.

He shoved Soren away and staggered back, clutching his wounded arm. “You’ll all burn for this!”

Kierak snatched Soren’s knife from the deck and raced to the hatch, disappearing inside.

Soren scrambled over to Alaric, hauling him upright as the storm raged around them. “Let’s get back inside. Hide yourself. I’ll finish this.”

“We end this together.”

“You’ve done enough.” Soren clasped his shoulder. “Leave the rest to me.”

Alaric gave a weary nod and lurched for the hatchway.

Readying himself, Soren led the way into the groaning hull.

He wound his way down cramped companionways, ears straining for any sign of Kierak.

A guttural roar exploded just behind him.

Soren whirled, spar slashing out reflexively.

Kierak caught the spar’s point against his dagger, splinters flying as he twisted, tearing the spar from Soren’s grip.

The spar clattered away into darkness, rolling along the deck.

Soren backed against the corridor wall, his palms raised as Kierak stalked forward and lunged.

Soren threw himself aside, but blinding pain screamed through his shoulder.

He slammed into the boards, Kierak’s dagger buried to the hilt just below his collarbone.

Agony threatened to drag him under as Kierak wrenched the dagger free.

“Time to send you to the void.” Kierak raised the blade, his teeth bared.

A crack of splintering wood filled the corridor.

Kierak staggered as a broken length of oar bounced off his skull.

Alaric stood behind him, his face grey, his jaw set.

Soren’s knife slipped from Kierak’s grip.

Soren’s trembling fingers found the hilt.

He looked up at Alaric, willing strength into failing limbs.

His friend nodded.

Soren dragged himself upright with a primal roar and faced Kierak head-on.

Steel glinted between them as Kierak steadied his blade.

Around them, the ship groaned and pitched. And with matching screams, they flew at one another.

Soren swayed as he fought, numb hands struggling to rise. He had nothing left.

Soren and Kierak circled each other in the dim confines, the creaking hull the only sound beyond their harsh breaths.

Soren’s grip tightened on his father’s knife.

Kierak lunged, his dagger carving a vicious arc through the stale air.

Soren deflected the blow, but too slowly. The blade carved a burning trail along his forearm.

He hissed through clenched teeth as blood welled bright against his skin and flew at Kierak in a whirlwind of steel, driving him back.

Kierak parried and twisted, evading the barrage. But Soren’s blade slipped past his defences, parting leather and flesh along Kierak’s thigh.

They broke apart, chests heaving, bloody and bruised.

Soren risked a glance at Alaric slumped against the wall.

Soren jerked away from Kierak’s dagger, its tip scraping along his ribs.

Jaw clenched, he went on the attack. His strikes came relentless, precision honed by desperation.

Kierak gave ground beneath the onslaught, his movements slowing.

Soren committed everything to one final strike.

Kierak sidestepped the overextended blow and riposted.

Soren turned enough to avoid a killing thrust. But the dagger still bit deep into his side.

Fiery agony threatened to buckle his legs. But he clung to consciousness.

He drove his father’s knife into Kierak’s gut. Once, twice, before wrenching it free and slashing across Kierak’s throat.

Kierak stumbled back, confusion in his eyes.

He clutched his neck as strength seemed to evaporate from his limbs. “No...how...”

Blood bubbled through his lips.

Then he toppled face-first to the boards.

A final convulsion wracked his body before he lay still.

Soren dropped to one knee, his father’s stained knife trembling in his grip.

It was done. Kierak was dead.

A long, sonorous horn blast echoed through the ship.

The Threshing was complete.

Soren sheathed his father’s knife and rose unsteadily to his feet.

He offered Alaric a shoulder, and together they limped towards the surface.

Above deck, dawn’s first light seared away the darkness.

Soren winced as briny air knifed through his wounds.

They had survived the Threshing. But what now?
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Soren gripped the railing, his unease growing. “I don’t like this. It’s too quiet.”

Alaric nodded, his brow furrowed. “The silence feels worse than the storm somehow.” He winced as he adjusted the makeshift sling binding his injured arm. “At least the rain gave us some cover for dealing with Kierak.”

Soren scanned the empty decks surrounding them. Was it really over? Were all the other recruits dead?

A horn sounded across the ship, its tone soft and melodic.

Soren turned to Alaric, wincing as the motion pulled at his wounded shoulder.

“You reckon that means a new test is starting?”

“I’m not sure.” Soren glanced at movement above. “But I don’t think we’ll have to wait long to find out.”

Dienerin glided down through the clouds.

She landed lightly on the tilting deck, scales glinting in the dawn light.

With an inscrutable gaze, the wyvern inspected the pair. “The Threshing is complete. You have endured. Well done.”

Soren sagged against the railing. It was over.

Dienerin inclined her head before disappearing below deck without another word.

Soren stared after her. “Where’s she gone now?”

Alaric grimaced as he shifted his broken arm. “Fetching the victor’s garlands, I reckon.”

“Or checking the dead, more likely.” Soren glanced around the demolished deck, half expecting Kierak or another recruit to appear.

“Hard to believe the bastard’s really gone,” Alaric said. “Seems he’s haunted us forever.”

“Not anymore.” Soren winced as pain lanced through his shoulder. “He died as he lived. Let the sea take him.”

Dienerin returned and nudged a leather bag towards them. “Use these to tend your wounds. I will return shortly.” With a thrust of her wings, she took off again.

Soren knelt to examine the satchel’s contents. He found clean bandages, jars of pungent ointments, vials of unknown tonics, and other medical provisions.

“Well, how about that?” Alaric forced a pained grin.

Soren squeezed Alaric’s uninjured shoulder. “Let’s get you patched up.”

Working together, they treated each other’s injuries. The tonics dulled the pain while they wrapped battered limbs with bandages and applied pungent ointments to the gashes and bruises marring their bodies.

They slumped back against the mast once more. The sun remained hidden behind slate-grey clouds, but the growing light heralded that morning had arrived.

Soren scanned the empty horizon, getting his bearings as he awaited Dienerin’s return.

Now that the Threshing had ended, what new trials awaited?

After a short while, Dienerin’s silhouette crested over the aftcastle and she swooped low to land before them again. “The others are on their way. Prepare yourselves.”

Alaric frowned. “What others?”

“The guild members who brought you here.”

Soren tensed. What awaited him and Alaric when they arrived?

Dienerin’s head swivelled from him to Alaric and back. “You have passed the trial. Proven yourselves worthy of advancement.”

Before Soren could respond, she took two bounding steps and snapped open her wings, catching the air and climbing into grey clouds.

Soren watched the sky long after she had vanished from sight.

He turned to Alaric. “We did it. Whatever comes next...we’ll be ready.”

“As long as what comes next is a warm bed and bath, I don’t care.” He looked down at his hands. “I’m so tired.”

A new sound filtered through the quiet—the splash of oars and creak of boats approaching across the water.

Soren straightened, wincing at the pain from his many bruises and gashes. “Looks like they’re here.”

The silhouettes of two longboats emerged from the mist, filled with figures draped in familiar grey cloaks.

The boats glided alongside the clipper.

The figures tossed hooks to snag the railing, holding them fast. Stony-faced men and women ascended the ropes and dropped onto the deck.

Six grey-garbed figures arranged themselves before Soren and Alaric in a neat line. As one, they lowered to one knee, heads bowed in a gesture of respect.

The display took Soren aback.

The centre figure rose and pulled back his hood.

Master Atreus regarded them with flinty eyes. “You have survived the Threshing and have proved yourselves worthy. Kneel, recruits.”

Ignoring the flare of pain from his many injuries, Soren lowered down beside Alaric. He kept his focus locked on Atreus.

Producing a ravenglass dagger from his belt, Atreus moved to stand before Soren. “By surviving this trial, you have proven yourself worthy of joining our ranks.” He placed the blade’s edge against Soren’s left shoulder. “With blood, we seal your dedication to the guild.”

Atreus drew the dagger across, slicing through cloth and flesh.

Soren remained still, embracing the pain.

Blood soaked into his tunic.

“With this mark, your old life ends. You are bound to the guild, body and soul.”

He moved to stand before Alaric, repeating the ritual.

Alaric accepted the blade without a flinch.

Atreus stepped back. “Rise, initiates. Your true training begins now.”

Soren and Alaric stood.

“Come.” Atreus turned away, and without a backwards glance, he descended a tilting gangplank to the waiting boat below.

The other assassins followed in his silent wake.

Soren and Alaric made their way down to the boats. The weathered planks rocked beneath their added weight as they settled in beside the assassins.

At an unspoken signal, oars bit into the swelling sea and the boats slid smoothly over the dark waters, angled towards Wiete.

Soren cast one last look at the derelict ship, now fading into the gloom behind them.

Taking a fortifying breath, he turned to face forward again.

The coastline drew nearer, details emerging from the greyness.

A woman passed a flask around. Mead burnt a trail down Soren’s raw throat.

He tore into the hard biscuits and dried meat provided.

As the shore solidified through the mist, one of the assassins turned to Soren, her eyes glinting from a scarred face. “Best fortify yourselves, lads. You survived the easy part. Now the real work begins.”
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The salt-crusted longboat scraped against the bustling pier, jolting Soren from his stupor. He cringed at the cacophony of shouts, clattering carts, and flapping sails. Around him, the others stirred.

Soren pulled himself upright, his ribs screaming in protest, his shoulder wound seeping.

Beside him, Alaric wobbled to his feet, only to collapse back with a heavy thud, his face grey beneath crusted blood and grime.

With gritted teeth and locked arms, Soren helped him up and managed to lurch onto the dock, merchants and sailors giving them a wide berth.

Before Soren could get his bearings, four grey-robed figures closed in with swift purpose. “This way.”

Too spent to resist, Soren and Alaric shuffled along in their wake.

They navigated through crowded thoroughfares, the scents of fish markets and bakeries sending Soren’s stomach roaring, his head swimming amid the barrage of colours and noise.

Just as Soren felt ready to collapse, their escorts steered them towards an imposing edifice of iron-barred windows and mossy stone. What fresh torments awaited behind those walls?

The grey-robed figures herded Soren and Alaric through an arched oak doorway beneath a wrought-iron crest.

Soren’s eyes widened at the sight of figures in elongated wyvern masks and stiff leather aprons splattered with rust-hued stains.

A masked man gestured towards Soren and Alaric. “Sit, both of you.”

Efficient hands wasted no time cutting away the tattered, crusted fabric still clinging to Soren’s frame. He shivered as cool air kissed his battered skin, fresh blood welling as clotted scabs tugged free of congealed wounds.

The medic tutted under his mask but worked swiftly, irrigating each gash with searing spirits that turned Soren’s vision white.

He gripped the table edge, his muscles taut beneath needle bites as the medic sutured the worst lacerations.

Beside him, Alaric choked back cries as assistants wrenched his mangled arm into place before tightly encasing it in plaster.

The medics moved on to poulticing and binding their collection of cuts, bruises, and gashes.

At long last, an assistant led Soren and Alaric through shadowy corridors, arriving at a row of doors fronted by iron sconces bearing guttering candles.

The assistant gestured for them to enter before sweeping away, leaving Soren and Alaric swaying in place.

With a shared look of dull relief, they limped into their small chambers.

Without a word, Soren collapsed face-first onto a straw mattress.

Beside him, Alaric was already asleep, soft snores whispering past split lips.

Soren’s eyes fluttered closed.
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Moonlight filtered into the infirmary, casting everything in shades of silver and grey.

Soren lay awake, listening to the soft sounds of the sleeping ward—the occasional murmur from a dreaming patient, a healer’s muted footsteps.

Since the Threshing, Soren’s days had settled into an unchanging routine of meals, treatments, and fitful attempts at rest. But his mind and spirit remained adrift.

Alaric shifted on the bed next to Soren’s. “Can’t sleep either, huh?”

Soren rolled over to see his friend sitting up, his eyes still heavy with lingering exhaustion.

Soren grunted. “My thoughts won’t quiet tonight. I’m just trying to make sense of it all. But you should rest. Don’t trouble yourself on my account.”

Alaric waved a dismissive hand. “I wasn’t sleeping well, either. My dreams are unsettled. But you seem worse off than me, in that respect...”

Soren tensed. “I’m just sick of this infirmary. And bored of being useless.”

“There’s no shame in needing healing time. And this has hurt more than just your body. Something changed in me on the boat, for sure.”

Soren looked away, his throat tightening.

Silence hung between them, heavy and dense.

At last, Alaric sighed, leaning back into his pillows. “I won’t press you. But I want you to know...” He hesitated, glancing down at the sheets. “I’ve shed tears over the things we did on that ship. Things that can never be undone.” He raised his eyes. “So believe me when I say—you don’t need to carry this alone.”

Soren’s breath caught. The prospect of revisiting those blood-soaked memories threatened to crush his resolve. And it was blood-soaked memories that had got him into this in the first place. “I saw...such horrors aboard that ship.” Soren spoke in a dry whisper. “Things that can never be undone. That can never be forgotten.” He closed his eyes. “I still see Kierak’s face, just before my blade...”

Alaric leant forward, his brow creased. “You did what was necessary to survive. No one can fault you for that.”

Soren shook his head. “I don’t know if I can justify it.” He looked down at his trembling hands. “I’ve got blood on my hands.”

“Sor...if you are damned, then so am I. But we can make this right, in time.”

Soren turned away. “Some stains run too deep.”

“We all have darkness within us. What matters is how we fight its grasp.”

Soren simply nodded.

Alaric reached across the gap between their beds, his sleeve rolled back to reveal the Threshings marks on his own skin.

After a heartbeat, Soren extended his hand to grasp his friend’s forearm.

He drew back with a start as Dienerin glided silently inside and landed at the end of his bed.

“Up. It is time.”

Soren blinked at the wyvern. “Time for what?”

Dienerin’s tail lashed the air. “No questions. Make ready, quickly now.”

Wincing, Soren and Alaric rose from their beds. The sudden movement awoke lingering aches, but neither complained as they helped each other don fresh clothes and gather their meagre belongings.

Alaric grunted as he tried working his tunic over his cast. “Are you certain we’re fit to be up and about? We’ve barely mended.”

Dienerin fixed him with a glare. “The hour grows late, we must leave.” She turned towards the door. “Bring only what you need.”

Soren flexed his bandaged shoulder. “If we’re going to tear about, I’d rather wait until—”

Dienerin whirled on him. “Did I ask your thoughts on the matter?” She stomped towards him. “You have been summoned. There is no argument. No discussion. Your orders are clear.”

“As you say.” Soren blinked then finished dressing in silence.

Supporting one another, Soren and Alaric managed to limp from the infirmary out into the shadowed halls beyond.

Soren inhaled deeply as he and Alaric followed Dienerin into the night. After being confined for so long, the freedom to walk and stretch his healing limbs felt intoxicating.

Despite their lingering injuries, Soren could not help but marvel at the soaring architecture and lively crowds that greeted them.

Music and raucous laughter echoed from taverns and pleasure houses. The city lived and breathed around them, even at this late hour.

As they walked on, Alaric spoke, his voice low. “Do you think the others are still at the fortress?”

Soren’s steps faltered. In truth, he had been too consumed with his own survival to spare thought for his former comrades. “I pray they’re alive. Though after the horrors on board that ship, perhaps a quick death would be a mercy.”

They carried on in silence through streets now emptying of revellers. No words could voice their shared grief.

At last, the nondescript façade of A. G. and Associates emerged from the shadows. What awaited them behind that door?

Soren hesitated before the threshold, a thousand doubts swarming through his mind. Could he truly become the ruthless weapon the guild sought to forge? Or was there hope of retaining some scrap of humanity? What did he actually want? He could hardly remember.

“Sor? You alright?”

Alaric’s voice called Soren back to the moment. He blinked then nodded. “Just wondering what they have in store for us next.”

No sooner had they entered the dim foyer than a grey-robed man emerged from the shadows. “Welcome, initiates.” His tone held no warmth or compassion. “You have crossed the first threshold. Now the true shaping begins.”

Soren met the hooded man’s pitiless gaze. He was ready—but for what? Vengeance, justice, answers? He didn’t know anymore.
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TO BE CONTINUED...




Author’s note
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Thank you! Not only did you take a chance on Guild of Assassins, but you've also made it to the end of the dark and twisty journey. 

Now, here you are, reading this note. I sincerely hope you enjoyed the first part of Soren’s story.

If you didn’t realise, this is the same Soren who is the bad guy in my novel Dawn of Assassins. 

I found myself wanting more from Soren. So, I wrote some short stories with Soren as the main character. Then began a novel, which became the first book in the Guild of Assassins series. 

Though all of my books set in the Ravenglass Universe have Easter eggs and references to events from other books, this is the first time I’ve gone for a spin-off series. 

My hope is that understanding Soren’s backstory will add an extra dimension to Dawn of Assassins, but also that it stands alone as its own story. And most importantly, it’s a story you’ve enjoyed. 

Can I ask you for a small favour? Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors like myself, striving to carve out a niche amidst the Goliaths of the publishing world. Being an author is not just my passion but also a means to provide for my family, and your glowing reviews indeed make a tremendous difference—they're almost as effective as the guild’s tactics in silencing naysayers!

So, why not gain some good karma? Leave a review, rate the book, and perhaps whisper in a friend’s ear how much you enjoyed your foray into the world of professional backstabbers.

The adventure doesn't end here. There are more tales to be told and dark corners to explore. If you’re eager for early access to future stories, a peek at works in progress, and some exclusive narratives, join my Patreon community at patreon.com/joncronshawauthor  

Looking forward to our next rendezvous,

Jon Cronshaw, June 2024.
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Your Invite to the Ravenglass Universe Community
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I'd like to invite you to join me on Patreon, where you'll discover tales that take you deeper into the Ravenglass Universe.


What You'll Find

Early Access: Experience my stories months before they reach the public, watching them evolve from first draft to final form.

Regular Updates: Receive new chapters every week, plus exclusive short stories and behind-the-scenes content.

Community: Join passionate readers in discussing character motivations, debating moral choices, and sharing theories about where the story might lead.

Whether you choose to join as a free member or support at a paid tier, you'll find compelling narratives that explore the complexities of power, ambition, and the price we pay for our choices.

I value each member of our growing community and look forward to sharing these journeys with you.

Visit: patreon.com/joncronshawauthor to begin your adventure today!
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Out now: Dawn of Assassins
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Fedor is a thief...

...not a killer.

But, when an enigmatic master assassin plucks him from obscurity, he finds himself entangled in a deadly web he didn't weave.

Escape means certain death.

Staying means he must turn killer.

Caught in a whirlwind of moral conflict, can he endure his new master's relentless tests?

Immerse yourself in a whirlwind of thrilling action, daring exploits, and razor-sharp dialogue, perfect for fans of roguish fantasy akin to the works of Michael J. Sullivan, Scott Lynch, and Brent Weeks.
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Order Dawn of Assassins and start reading today.
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Want a free Ravenglass Universe starter library?
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Get your Ravenglass Universe starter library for free when you join Jon’s VIP newsletter. 

You will receive the exclusive novel Birth of Assassins, the Ravenglass Legends prequel novella Blades of Wolfsbane, plus more stories set in the Ravenglass Universe. 

Visit: subscribepage.com/ravenglassuniverse to join today.
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Available now
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Guild of Assassins series

Guild of Assassins (Guild of Assassins, book 1)

Ravenglass Legends series

The Fall of Wolfsbane (Ravenglass Legends, book 1)

The Wolf and the Wyvern. (Ravenglass Legends, book 2)

The Knight and the Rebel (Ravenglass Legends, book 3)

The Ravenglass Chronicles

The Ravenglass Chronicles complete omnivus

Dawn of Assassins series

Dawn of Assassins (Dawn of Assassins book 1)

Trial of Thieves (Dawn of Assassins book 2)

Crucible of Shadows (Dawn of Assassins, book 3)

The Gambit series

Blind Gambit (Gambit book 1)

Blind Reset (Gambit book 2)

The Wasteland series

Wizard of the Wasteland (Wasteland book 1)

Knight of the Wasteland (Wasteland book 2)

King of the Wasteland (Wasteland book 3)

Cleric of the Wasteland (Wasteland book 4)

Black Death: Survival 
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Follow Jon online
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Amazon: amazon.com/author/joncronshaw

BookBub: bookbub.com/authors/jon-cronshaw

Facebook: facebook.com/joncronshawauthor 

Patreon: patreon.com/joncronshawauthor

YouTube: youtube.com/c/joncronshawauthor

Website: joncronshaw.com

Search for Jon Cronshaw’s Author Diary wherever you listen to your podcasts to follow the ups and downs of his writing journey, or download the episodes directly at anchor.fm/joncronshaw. 
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