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  Prologue


“Put your backs into it!” 
We have been, for five fucking minutes, and the wheel is still buried to the rim. And Hagan, the caravan master, barking at us is not helping.
This job sounded clean: guard the Ironheart caravan, get paid, move on. Coin was low. Choices were fewer. Now there’s water in my boots and I’m counting reasons I should’ve said no while we try to rip this fucking cart free.
And it’s not just the mud. No one hires this many blades for three carts unless they expect the road to have teeth. 
“Still brooding, Zarug?”
The voice is light, made to be heard. Arreus lounges on the rail like it’s a chaise in a lord’s garden, lute idle on his thigh. He’s smiling, unruly dark hair like a halo of mischief around the horns spiralling up from his brow. The bastard looks at home in a place that wants us dead.
I grunt and keep pushing against the stubborn cart. “You think this is the time for smiling? We’re stuck in the middle of a swamp.”
He answers with a lazy, bright run of notes, fingers fluttering over strings. “Because we are bound for a festival, of course. A time of fun and merriment!”
I slit my eyes and push again. The wheel stays. The wagon won’t move.
“I’m calling it. We’ll make camp here,” Hagan screeches. His bony finger jabs to me, rings clinking together like teeth. “You. Take a few lads and find a place to set up our tents before it gets dark.”
“On it, sir.” I tip my chin and sweep a look over the line. “Brina, Kael, Pip. Orren at point.” I nod to a few of my fellow guards, and we cut into the brush off the road’s crown.
We know the drill: find ground that won’t drown us in our sleep; steer clear of anything that thinks with teeth. Orren, our resident hunter, takes front. He taps trunks, kneels, fingers the mud, reads claw and hoof as the light slides away.
The hairs rise on my neck. The temperature slips down my spine. Not the usual watched feeling. The swamp is silent. No birds ticking in the canopy. No cricket metronome. Even the frogs swallow their voices.
“This place feels wrong,” Brina says, her voice tense. She’s broad-shouldered, scar tight across one cheek, a practical braid dark with swamp damp. “We should leave, head on and camp elsewhere.”
I can’t help but agree. Brina’s saved three men by trusting her spine’s prickle, and my own is humming the same note. But travelling the road in full dark might be worse. That’s when Orren halts so abruptly Pip, our gnome with the warhammer nearly as big as he is, bumps into his thigh, rubbing his nose and cursing.
“Fucking Hells…” Orren breathes.
Before us: bodies. So many bodies. Human, elf-blooded, hellion, gnome, dwarf. All in various stages of decay. All in various stages of intactness, as if a butcher learned anatomy from bad dreams. Limbs torn and tossed like lost tools. Hands, a jaw, the hinge of a knee—strewn in patterns that make my gut fold.
Last night by the fire, I heard the stories: shipments gone, people lost along this very run. Bandits. Beasts. Something else. But this…
“There is magic in the air here,” Kael says. He’s lighter on his feet than the rest of us, being elf-blooded and all, pupils narrowing as he tastes the air. “The dark kind. Very dark. We need to leave. Now.”
“We should burn the bodies first. Send them on to Morwen. They don’t deserve to be rotting away in this swamp,” Pip says, both hands tightening on the haft of his hammer.
“With what? The bodies are too wet to burn,” Kael snaps.
“We have some oil in one of the wagons. Should do the trick,” Orren says. “I’ll run. You guys try to find a different spot.” We all nod in agreement. It’s the right thing to do. Even Kael’s jaw loosens a notch, though his eyes never leave the dead.
As we fan out, something tugs at the back of my mind. The way the bodies lie tickles at order, at intent. Spokes from a hub. A circle broken and mended. But what do I know? Magic is a foreign language. I only know the tone when it turns ugly.
Orren comes back at a lope with a small barrel under one arm, sweat bright on his brow. “Told Hagan,” he pants. “Cart’s still stuck.” He passes me the barrel and I tuck it against my hip like a sleeping child. Weapons out, we ease toward the place we left scarcely a handful of breaths ago. The swamp swallows our footfalls, only the squelch of mud keeping us company. Orren reaches the edge, stops, and goes ghost-pale. 
“They’re gone.”
“What? How? No one could have cleaned that up in the five minutes we were gone,” Pip says.
I set the barrel down, slow and careful, turning my head to feed both ears more swamp.
“We need to get back to the caravan. High tail it out of here. I knew signing up for this was—“ A gurgling sound follows, a rotting hand protruding from Kael’s chest as he starts to choke on his own blood.
It’s the only warning we get.
They come on in a wet rush, all the corpses and their parts we saw only moments ago, mouths working, eyes like river glass. Arrows hiss from Brina’s bow, iron biting into rotten meat. But momentum doesn’t belong to us.
Pip roars and swings his warhammer, the head caving a skull with a sound like a melon failing. Two dead latch onto him. A third crashes in from the side. They bear him down. His scream cuts off in a thud of bodies and a bright spill of red that the swamp drinks with greedy slurps.
Orren puts a blade into a hellion’s throat as an elf-blooded corpse slides under his guard, teeth black and broken, and takes a long chew out of his forearm. He staggers, another dead thing hits his knees from behind, and they pull him down into the reeds as he screams.
Shit. We won’t make it.
My eyes cut to the little barrel of oil.
Fuck it.
I yank the stopper with my teeth and throw the oil in a wild, vicious arc. It spatters reeds, mud, the clambering dead. The stink is instant and enormous.
Fire. I need fire.
Nothing answers but the slick sound of feet and the dry rattle of Kael’s last breath turning to bubbles.
A gout of flame blossoms behind me. The oil leaps to embrace it. In a heartbeat, the clearing is a furnace. Flames climb the reed walls, corpses shriek as they light, skin puckering, hair bursting into halos, tendons drawing tight like bowstrings and popping. They thrash, then go still, dead once more as the ones we missed scurry off to the gnarled roots in the distance, dragging three new bodies behind them.
I’m breathing hard enough to see my chest shake. Smoke claws my throat. I back toward the caravan, shield up against the heat, blade still ready because nothing about this night feels finished.
“You’re welcome.”
Arreus stands at the edge of the firelight, about a hundred feet away. His spiral horns catch the blaze, throwing weird crescents along the trunks. The lute is strung across his back for once. Steam coils off his palm, the last ember guttering between his fingers.






  
   -The skies broke open, all manner of creatures, monsters and beasts falling to the earth. Our world was never the same-

An account of the Cataclysm, unknown 5 P.C. (Post Cataclysm)

I

ENVYRE

Focus. 
Breathe.
The fletching grazes my cheek as I draw, eyes fixed on the two stags crashing antlers for a scrap of territory. Breathe—release.
The arrow spears the left stag’s eye-socket. It bawls once, then folds into the brown muck. The right one wheels to bolt.
Too slow.
My second arrow whispers past my skin and punches through its skull. A final, strangled cry, then stillness broken only by blood pattering into puddles.
The bowstring’s sting still hums across my fingertips. My heart matches the beat, steady and certain, until cattails rustle and a boot-step snaps me toward my dagger.
“Not bad. You’re steadier.” I relax my grip. Syllar; all long dark hair, muscle, and broody amber eyes, left cheek marred by three long scars. He stalks through the undergrowth toward the stags.
“Not bad? I put both arrows exactly where I wanted. Could you have done better?”
He snorts, hefts one carcass onto a shoulder as if it weighed no more than a sack of grain. “No. But praise is overrated. They will make a nice addition for the festival’s feast.”
Pain knives my side as I crouch for the second stag, stealing my breath. Without a word, Syllar squats and hoists the dead weight himself.
“Don’t strain yourself,” he mutters, lumbering upright under both beasts without so much as a grunt.
“I need every scrap of muscle I can get before I leave after the festival.” I straighten carefully, pressing two fingers against my ribs until the worst of it dulls. “Somewhere civilised. Somewhere that serves more than boar and rabbit.”  
They haven’t been back for me, the Spiders. Probably unwilling to risk venturing deep into the Markerna Swamp. Even more so now that the roads here are more dangerous than ever. The noticeboard at what this place considers a tavern picked up three fresh names of missing hunters this week.
“I’ve got these,” Syllar says. “Let’s get them to the butcher.”
“And watch you fawn over Elsie again like a lovesick puppy? Wonderful.”
“I don’t—“ A blush dusts his cheeks. “I don’t fawn over her.”  
“Yes, you do,” I say, our boots digging into the mud with every step. “And she is just as bad. Honestly, I’m surprised you two haven’t fucked yet.”
Colour floods his face. He rumbles something like a curse and trudges toward the hamlet, venison thudding against his back. I grin as I follow.
The trek is easier now. My feet no longer slip on soggy soil, my boots no longer sink ankle-deep the way they did those first shuffling weeks when even walking felt like tearing stitches.
I rub the scar absent-mindedly as we walk, a crooked crimson seam across pale skin. An inch left, and Darius would have ended me on Lysskald’s snow-slick cobbles. The fact he missed gnaws worse than the wound. Darius is not someone who should have missed.

Morian lifts out of the reeds. Houses on stilts, wood grey with damp. Spring puts flowers where it can. Flag lilies by the pilings, marigolds bright in the muck.  
Antlers knock together as Syllar shifts his grip. The sound is a hollow clack that carries down the walkway and draws eyes like gulls to a scrap.
“Two stags!” a girl blurts, eyes round.
“Bet I could do that,” a boy says without looking at me.
“You’d be up to your chin in muck,” another tells him, and they all snicker. Their laughter runs light along the boards, a little river of sound that tries to rinse the swamp taste from the air.  
For all my complaints, I know the rhythms here now. Which planks bend, which groan. The only new thing is the banners and garlands decorating the hamlet. Why they don’t just celebrate Blossom Tide at the beginning of the month is beyond me.
I open the door to the butcher shop, Syllar following, angling himself just so the antlers clear the frame. A heady mix of cured meats, swamp herbs, and faint smoke greets us. Hooks dangle from the ceiling, holding boar and deer carcasses, their hides shimmering with beads of moisture. Barrels of salt and spices stand at the ready, waiting to preserve and flavour.
Syllar goes still as the figure in the back works away.
Elsie. Her long blond braids catching the low light.
“Just a moment,” she says without turning. Knife down, the fish’s head coming off clean. Guts, rinse, set aside. Every movement neat and certain, nothing wasted. Syllar just watches her like he is enthralled.
No fawning. Right.
And when she turns, wiping her hands on her apron, which has long since surrendered its battle with bloodstains, she smiles. It’s warm, bright, innocent, the smile of someone who has never known true hardship. For a moment I think Syllar has forgotten how to breathe.
I just roll my eyes as I lean back against the wall next to the door. Out of sight, out of mind.
“Ah, Syllar,” she says, her voice as bright as her smile. “Good to see you.”  
Syllar smiles at her in turn. “Brought you something.” He eases one stag onto the counter, the wood complaining under the weight.  
“Two stags!” she exclaims, her voice brimming with excitement. “How did you manage this? Not that I’m complaining. These will be perfect for the festival tomorrow. We might even have enough to sell afterward, depending on how many visitors show up. Maybe I will finally be able to replace the smokehouse door before the rot takes it.” She flushes, brushing a strand of hair behind her slightly pointed ear. “Oh, listen to me rambling.”  
I catalogue details without wanting to. The way she steadies her hands on the counter’s edge when she’s excited, the way the dimple appears in her right cheek, not the left. All these small, stupid intimacies gathered just by standing quiet long enough. Old habits die hard, I guess.
Syllar chuckles, low and quiet. “It’s quite all right. And as for the stags, we found them fighting.”  
“We?”
“Envyre and I.”
Her expression shifts, her gaze falling on me like she just noticed me. She probably did, too enamoured with the elf in front of her. I just give her a little wave and a cocky smile. She glances at the stags, her hands brushing over their fur absent-mindedly.
“She’s leaving after the festival,” he blurts. “Heading to Flodmark with the caravan.”
I suppress a scoff. Very smooth Syllar. I can’t believe he is the older one.
Also. Gross. He is my brother for fuck’s sake. Half-brother.
Something shifts in Elsie’s expression. She looks up at him through her lashes, smile edging back in. For a second I think Syllar might actually combust from that look alone. Lovesick fool. He could split an arrow at forty paces, but one well-aimed glance and he’s all tinder.
“I...will you be at the festival tomorrow?” She asks, softer now.
“I brought half the feast. Would be rude not to.”
“That’s not what I asked.” The corner of her mouth tilts. She steps closer to the counter.
I look at the ceiling, suppressing a sigh. Seriously. He has been squatting near Morian for a decade, and he hasn’t moved on her despite every signal she’s thrown. It should be simple. Just jump into bed, have some fun, and either do it again or don’t.  
“I’ll be there,” he says.
“Good.” She reaches beneath the counter and pulls out a small loop of braided boar bristle bound in red thread. Syllar’s eyes go wide and Elsie just smiles as she presses it into his palm, his fingers tightening around it like he’s afraid to breathe on it. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”
A small boy bursts through the door, lip trembling, a fresh cut bright on his cheek. “Elsie! I fell when I was helping with the flowers,” he sobs. I take it as our cue, pulling Syllar back out into the afternoon air as Elsie drops to her knees in front of the boy.
“What does the boar bristle mean?” I ask, once the door swings shut behind us.
“It’s…” He slowly turns it over in his fingers. “An intention.”
Good for him. Guess she is done waiting. So why is he frowning?
He doesn’t say anything after that. Just walks, the bristle still clamped in his fist.
At least the hamlet looks much nicer than usual with the festival garlands strung between the eaves and the coloured papers catching the last of the afternoon light. An older woman near the tavern paints eggs with a fine brush, face creased in concentration, a row of finished pieces standing proud on the table beside her.
“Can we look at the noticeboard before we head back?” I ask.
He doesn’t answer, but he steers us toward the outside of the tavern.
“Are you going to be like this all day? Just brooding.” I ask, gaze scanning over the notices. Two more missing hunters.
Shit.
If that caravan for the festival doesn’t come because of whatever kind of bullshit is going on in the swamp I am stuck here. Which is good in a sense, safe. But every day I stay in one place is a day the Spiders might decide the Markerna Swamp is worth the trouble after all.  
He still doesn’t respond. Now staring at the tied boar bristle in his hand like it might disappear if he stops looking.
I snap my fingers in front of his face, trying to get his attention.
He blinks. “Sorry, what?”
“I asked if you’re going to brood all day about a girl blatantly stating she wants you,” I nod at the bristle.
“I…” He sighs, closing his fingers around it and tucks it into his pocket. “It’s complicated.”
“No it’s not. You like her. She likes you. So do something about it.”
“It’s not that simple.” He shakes his head, already half-gone. “She deserves better.”
He walks off. Not in the direction of his cabin just outside of the hamlet. He does that a lot. Probably practising brooding like it is a sport.
“Fucking idiot,” I sigh.






  
  -We worship many Gods by many different names across the world. Yet it is the Weaver who weaves our threads into the tapestry of fate, not them. He may even weave theirs-

On Gods and men, Vincent Obrian 733 P.C.

II

ENVYRE

The swamp is gone. 
For today, at least, Morian is unrecognisable. Reborn into something bright and breathing. Perfume rides the air in lush waves; roses, daisies, lilies, braiding with the mouth-watering smoke of roasting meats and the spun-sugar sweetness of confections. Everything moves. Children streak past with painted faces, vendors sing their wares, performers hold whole circles of people by the breath. Laughter, music, cheers, noise layered upon noise.
I drift with the flow, slipping around a woman who balances a fat bouquet in one hand and a sticky bun in the other. Colour riots on every side. Ribbons and banners in impossible hues fling themselves between eaves, dangle from stalls, stream like riverweed from poles.
My gaze hooks on the stage at the square’s heart. A dwarf stands there as if the boards were built for him alone, voice booming clean over the din, grey-streaked beard dressed with golden charms swaying as he spins his tale. Yet the three gnomes beside him steal the breath straight from his story. A whirlwind of elbows, knees, and wild grins, tumbling through acrobatics that ought to end in broken bones and somehow never do.
A flash of flour catches my eye. Elsie at a stall, sleeves rolled up, helping a baker work through a mountain of honeyed buns. She wipes her cheek with her wrist, leaving a white streak, and laughs. I don’t need to look to my side to know Syllar is staring. I let out a sigh and give him an encouraging push against his back. Hopeless fool.
The festival breathes beyond them as well. Acrobats spin and fall and are caught, jugglers send flame and colour arcing into sky. At every corner, musicians stitch another thread into the melody so there’s no seam where silence can creep in.
It’s intoxicating.
And dangerous.
This heat, this pulse, it keys memories from Lysskald. My fingers begin to itch. I could ghost a silver from a gaping purse, two, three. No one would notice in this blur. The chaos is perfect.
I close my fist, the itch still scraping along my bones.
Not here. Not now.
I breathe in the spring sun, the rose-heavy air, the shrieks of children racing past my knees. Just another week and I’ll be back in the city where alleys take you whole and anonymity is a door you learn to open.
I unclench my fingers.
Not here.
Today isn’t about survival. Today is colour, sound, life.
But the tension refuses to leave. A spill of purple snags my eye: a tent, its fabric worked with golden symbols that catch and throw the sun. I slip inside before the itch makes me do something I’ll regret, the canvas swallowing the noise of the festival whole.
It’s larger than the canvas should allow. The hanging lanterns flicker like trapped fireflies. The air is warm and sweet, a little stale with incense.
At the centre sits a travelling loom dressed as furniture. Warp threads are strung tight across the frame, knotwork frets the wood and shifts when I don’t look straight at it.
A man with deep ebony skin sits behind it, silver hair pooling over his shoulders like spilt moonlight. His robe is midnight blue, silver thread catching the lantern light. His hands, ringed in intricate silver, hover above a crystal ball. But it’s his eyes, or their absence, that stops me. A bandage wraps his head, covering them fully. Even so, I feel looked at.
I move closer despite my better judgement. My fingers reach for the scrolls on my left before I command them not to. He lifts one finger and halts me where I stand.
“No touching, little spider,” he says, his voice smooth and low, meant for me alone. “You might unwittingly unleash chaos.”
Cold pebbles my spine. I pull my hand back and ball it to hide the shake. 
How does he know who I am?
Fortune-tellers are tricksters. I know this the way I know how to run a rooftop blind. Yet the way he said it, like he was greeting someone he’d already met...
Is he one of them?
He lifts his head and turns that covered gaze towards me, and there is no malice in the angle of it.
“Before you ask,” he says, his voice calm, as if he’s already read my thoughts, “no, I am not aligned with those you fear. The spirits simply whisper many things to me, much like they informed me of your arrival.”
The knot in my chest loosens a thread. I keep my face smooth, sift his features for a lie, and come up empty. If he’s lying, he’s better at it than anyone I’ve met.
“The spirits told you, did they?” I scoff. “Convenient.”
A faint smile ghosts his mouth. “They tell me enough. But not everything.” His voice takes on a curious edge. “So tell me, little spider. Why did you come to my tent?”
I can hardly admit I was choking down the urge to lighten a few purses, so I do what I’ve always done best. “Curiosity,” I lie. “I saw the tent and wanted to see what was inside.”
He tilts his head, listening to something I can’t hear. The gesture unsettles me more than the blindfold does.
“Take a seat,” he says, gesturing to the chair opposite him.
I hover at the edge of flight. The sensible part of me wants to cut the flap and disappear. But I am curious now. So I sit.
His bandaged gaze turns toward me and it feels like he looks straight through me. My chest tightens, and I have to fight the urge to squirm under his scrutiny. He shouldn’t be able to see me, but I know he does.
His hands move as he retrieves a deck of cards, backs adorned with swirling silver and gold. He begins to shuffle, the soft sound of paper on paper filling the space between us.
“Perhaps the curiosity that brought you here is tied to something deeper,” he continues, “something left unspoken, even to yourself.”
My jaw tightens. He’s trying to bait me. A trick, meant to make me spill my secrets so he can spin them back to me with a mystical flourish. Charlatans like him are all the same. Just good at reading people.
“There is more for you to discover,” he says. “The threads of fate continue to weave, and the tapestry unfolds in ways we can scarcely predict.”
Fucking Weaver talk. How unoriginal.
He pauses, inclining his head as though listening to something only he can hear. The air grows heavier, and for a moment, I swear I hear soft whispers, like distant voices carried on the wind. The sound is faint but deliberate, brushing against the edges of my senses. I don’t try to decipher the words. The moment I focus on them, my head starts to throb.
He stops shuffling. Draws three cards and lays them on the table between us.
The moment he points to the first, I feel the blood leave my face.
A black spider on a web, threads stretched taut between five branches. A blue butterfly thrashes in the strands, struggling against the inevitable.
“Your past,” he says. “The Five of Snares. “A tapestry woven with the threads of struggle and strife. It tells of challenges faced and victories won, but also of scars that remain.” A pause. “You wonder why he missed by an inch.”
My scar burns under my shirt. He shouldn’t know that. I don’t speak, my eyes fixed on the card, the struggling butterfly too close to the person I’ve been for too long.
His hand moves to the second card. The Riven Spire. Jagged edges cutting a stormy sky, its pinnacle split by a bolt of crimson flame, debris raining from its foundations.
“Your present.” His tone drops. “What held has broken. What breaks will not rise the same.”
Then the third card, and my heart stops.
A female elf with raven-black hair, blue eyes wide and open, stands at the edge of a cliff. One foot already stepping off into the void.
No.
It’s me stepping off into the void.
“Your future,” he says, and something softer has entered his voice. “The Wanderer. New beginnings. Stepping into the unknown with an open heart and unshackled feet.”
The whispers in the tent, soft and indistinct until now, grow louder, pressing against my skull. They don’t form words, just sounds, overlapping and rising like a tide. My head pounds in time with my pulse, and I squeeze my eyes shut, willing it all to stop. A high ring starts in my left ear. I blink against the sting in my eyes and the hot tickle at my nose.
“The spirits have spoken,” he says.
And just like that, the whispers cease.
I exhale shakily, my chest heaving as I try to get air back into my lungs.
I need to leave. Now.
“Don’t let the spirits consume you, little Spider,” he says.
I don’t look back as I push my way out of the tent, the heavy flap brushing against my arm as I step into the light. The festival rushes back to meet me in a flood of sound and colour. Laughter, music, the scent of roasting meats. All of it feels too loud, too bright. I try to steady myself, grounding my nerves in the familiar chaos of the crowd, but it’s no use.
“There you are,” Syllar’s voice startles me, sharp and unexpected.
“Enjoying yourself?” Elsie asks, the flower crown on her head making her look like a princess out of the old songs. I’ve managed to avoid being saddled with one, thank the Gods.
I force a smile, the one I’ve perfected over years of slipping through lies. “Yeah. Just left this fortune-teller’s—“
I turn to gesture to the tent, but it’s gone.
I blink, the spot where it stood now nothing more than empty space. “I swear there was a tent here…”
Mud.
Trampled grass.
Nothing.
My boots sink slightly into the damp earth as I scan the area, my pulse quickening.
My gaze drops to the ground, and there, half-hidden in the muddied grass, are three cards.
The Five of Snares.
The Riven Spire.
The Wanderer.
I crouch to pick them up, the edges damp but the images perfectly intact. Proof that I haven’t lost my mind.
Syllar says something, but I don’t hear him. I palm them quick before he can lean in, wipe the thin line of red from under my nose with the back of my hand, and make my face smooth.
“Nothing,” I say quickly. “It’s noth—“
A loud scream splits through the air, cutting my words short.






  
  -Magic, like stamina, can be trained, allowing for more powerful and frequent casting-

An introduction to magic, Professor Durnam 936 P.C.

III

ENVYRE

“What was that?” Elsie asks. 
Syllar is already moving her behind him. My hands find my daggers without a thought.
The scream comes again, louder, more desperate, tearing through the festival noise, and then the chaos swallows it whole.
Panic ripples outward like a stone hitting still water. People shove and scramble, frantic to flee from something they can’t see. Someone drives an elbow into my shoulder, knocking me down to the boards.
The crowd swallows Syllar. Elsie disappears with it, pushed further back, and I catch one glimpse of his arm reaching through the crush before the tide takes me in the other direction.
A woman goes down beside me, both hands clamped to her throat, trying to breathe around the blood filling her mouth. Red flecks catch my cheek, my sleeve. Her eyes find mine, wide and white, one hand dropping to the ground, clawing at the dirt once, twice, before she can’t anymore, her eyes glazed over. 
Shit. Spiders?
No. They wouldn’t strike like this. They’d tail me to some quiet corner, then slit my throat or club me out cold and haul me back to Marlek to break at his leisure.
I get my boots under me and come up with two daggers drawn. Syllar was pissy about me arming up for a Gods damn festival. Glad I ignored him.
Caravan guards try to punch a corridor through the chaos to no avail. I scan what’s fast becoming a killing zone, but the crush of bodies makes it hard to see anything, harder to see who’s doing the killing. Curse my short legs. I can’t even count how many there are. Maybe from the stage…
I call the magic humming in my veins and fix on the boards. It swirls, the world tilts, and I take a single step, enough to land me on the stage. Fire races through my blood, then settles to a steady thrum under the skin, head throbbing slightly. This particular spell is always hard on my body. I won’t be able to use that again for a while without risking burnout.
But I’ve got the field now.
Banners snag on spear points and bleed dye with blood. A fishmonger’s table goes over, fish scattered in the dirt like silver coins. The carts are no better, most of them overturned. I spot a small boy covering his ears as he hides under what was the pie cart. At least he is difficult to spot.
The thugs are everywhere. A dozen at least. No, more. Two dozen. Patchwork leather, blades that wouldn’t pass a decent blacksmith’s inspection but work fine for soft targets. No sigils, no uniforms, no pattern except the killing. They aren’t taking anything. Not coin, not jewellery, not ransoming the wealthy. They’re just cutting people down as they go.
Definitely not Spiders.
Now where is Syllar?
There! Near what was the pie carts, word in hand, three of them circling him with the particular patience of people who’ve learned to test a guard before committing. He handles himself well, but three is two too many for comfortable odds. 
I drop from the stage to solid ground, eyes fixed where I last saw Syllar, and sprint, dodging the dead and the living as they tear past in panic.
A hellion is kneeling ahead, muttering over a gnomish woman with a blood-slick face, his fingers glowing a deep violet. What is he doing? Is he with these bastards? I taste for his magic, dagger poised to throw and bury in the back of his skull.
Healing magic.
Useless. She’s already gone, staring up at the sky with her face gone slack. He hasn’t realised yet.
A thug closing in from his left has, though.
I break into a dash. The hellion must spot it too. Fog erupts around him, swallowing him and the dead gnome. But it won’t stop that thug. I keep going, blade ready.
The wind in the square shreds the fog. The hellion scrambles backward, barely slipping a sword-stroke.
I drop into a slide and slash along the thug’s lower leg. That should buy the hellion enough time to run. I don’t stay to watch him get up. Syllar first.
I rush past bodies, nearly tripping on an older man clutching his stomach to stop the bleeding. More than a few flower crowns lay trampled and bloodied on the ground. I don’t look at them.
A small body crashes into mine. The girl looking up at me with panic in her eyes before they dart to the thug behind her, clearly trying to discern if I am with them or not. 
“Go. Hide,” I say as I throw a dagger at the thug, catching him in the shoulder of his sword arm. I don’t watch to see if she runs as I call on the magic in my veins and reach for his mind, taking hold and twist. Blood pours from his eyes and ears before he collapses to the ground. At least this spell isn’t as draining as farstepping. I take a fresh blade from my boot and keep moving.
By the time I reach Syllar, one attacker is already down, cut clean through the middle. The other two are still circling: a smaller one and a bulky one. They haven’t seen me, too busy testing the big elf’s guard, hunting for an opening. Perfect.
I drive my dagger into the smaller one’s neck, right where it meets the shoulder, twist, and rip free. Blood sprays my face as he collapses, choking on the crimson liquid. The bulkier one’s eyes snap to me. Which means they snap off Syllar.
Fool.
Syllar slashes out, the blade angling for the gut. The thug slips aside and robs it of the kill. Syllar curses under his breath and keeps cutting, our opponent’s focus split between us.
I call on the magic in my veins and hold out my hand to the thug, a blast of wind knocking into her. She stumbles, leaving Syllar a clear opening to cut him from navel to neck, blood splattering on his face.
He looks around frantically as our opponent falls to the ground, already forgotten. “Have you seen Elsie?”
“No. She got pushed back by the crowd. Couldn’t see her from the stage either.” Not that I looked for her. But telling him that now seems like a bad idea.
He curses under his breath as two more come at us. My dagger flies from my hand as it finds a new home in one’s eye socket. Syllar handles the second in one clean cut and doesn’t break stride. 
“We need to move. You won’t find her by guarding the pies,” I say as I pull my dagger free.
He nods and we take off down the line of ruined stands, most of them good for nothing but kindling now. Bodies litter the ground, all staring up with empty eyes as their blood soaks into the mud.
A high pitched shriek pierces through the chaos, sending Syllar into a mad dash. I can barely keep up.
And I know why.
Three thugs have Elsie cornered, three children shielded behind her trembling frame as she pushes them further back into the spice trader stand.
But they don’t notice us. Not until Syllar pushes his blade straight through the throat of the thug on the left. Before they can react, I mirror the move for the one on the right, their bodies slumping to the ground as they claw at their throats drowning in their own blood.
“Go!” Syllar yells at her.
She looks at him for one half-second, tears bright in her eyes, relief flooding her face, before she scoops the nearest child and runs. 
The thug left standing is better armoured than the others. Their leader, maybe. We circle him, his eyes flicking between me and Syllar, trying to find the bigger threat between the two figures soaked in the blood of his comrades.
Syllar launches, trying to cut him from shoulder to hip, but the leader pivots out of the way. I come in for the gap it should have opened, driving for the ribs, and find empty air.
It’s like fighting with Leif back in Vinterholm: a steady rhythm. I find the gaps, Syllar presses to make them. A tight, ugly dance that should force the bastard onto the back foot.
Only he doesn’t give ground.
Syllar skims his side and the thug snaps forward, two quick cuts. Both bite deep into Syllar’s chest, crimson blooming as he staggers back a step.
Shit.
I duck the elbow swinging for my skull while Syllar’s off-balance. The blade turns toward my gut next and I know my armour won’t stop it.
A strangled cry rips out of him, crimson running down his arm. I flick a glance at Syllar. Sword buried in the thug’s shoulder as Syllar’s wounds glow purple, flesh knitting, bleeding slowing, then stopping. The hellion? Doesn’t matter.
The thug clutches his shoulder, eyes darting around. He’s going to run, and I don’t blame him. One glance over the blood-stained boards says most of his lot are down, dead, or dying.
Syllar holds his eyes, dares him to do it.
The thug reaches for the counter in the blink of an eye and throws the dust left there, getting me and Syllar in the eyes.
Not dust. Ground pepper.
Fuck!
My eyes burn like all the Hells combined. I can’t see shit!

You can’t trust your eyes. Illusions are easy to create. Trust in your other senses.

Lyra, my old mentor’s, words. And very true words.
I stand still and listen.
There: breathing. Heavy, laboured, unevenly caught. Moving to my left, footsteps heavier than mine and Syllar’s.
I sprint forward, following the sound, driving both daggers into what I assume is his back to the hilt. He screams out, and I twist, hearing the satisfying snap of bone. The leader goes silent as he falls to the ground with a squelching thud.
I slowly open my eyes. They still burn like the Hells, but at least I can see again. Somewhat.
The screaming feels distant now, the sound slowly dying only to be replaced by fearful sobs. The scent of iron and death curls into my nose as I catch my breath.
I pull my daggers free and straighten.
Syllar reaches me, his eyes red-rimmed and streaming, scanning the ruined market with focused desperation.
“Where is Elsie?”
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