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LIKE A STORM FROM NOWHERE, the minions of the dark Morygor invade Gorian's village. They escape with two swords forged by Gorian's father from a meteorite. Together with the healer Sheera and his friend Torbas, Gorian sets out to recover the swords. Only with them and the help of shapeshifting Gargolye Ar-Don can Morygor be defeated before the Black Mage freezes the world to ice with the help of the Frost Gods.
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Chapter 1

Signs
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It was said that the night Gorian was born, a glowing ferrous stone fell from the sky and fell near the village of Twixlum near the bay of Thisilien. And it was also said that Nhorich, his father, the very same night that the boy's first cry had been heard, set out to search for the stone and salvage his iron. 

From this iron Nhorich forged two swords...

Later, one should recognize signs of fate in all these events.

Signs of evil.

Signs of good.

Signs of despair.

Signs of hope.

And signs of an approaching, profound change that would capture everything. Not a single grain of dust should remain untouched.

Nothing would be the way it was...

––––––––
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THE FIRST THING GORIAN remembered later was the bright sun in the pale blue sky and the dark shadow that covered part of this brightly shining disc. He looked like a black spot, and Gorian had the feeling from the beginning that he did not belong there.

He was two years old, lying in a rocking boat, asleep, and when he woke up he saw this overwhelmingly blue sky above him - and the sun. 

And that dark spot that he didn't know he was called the Shadowbringer and that he would slowly but surely make the world a cold, dead place.

Gorian turned his head and he saw his father on the tiller of the small sail launch. A broad-shouldered man with warm grey-green eyes and a dark beard. "We're almost there, my boy," he said. 

Gorian sat up. He could just see over the edge of the launch. There was a shore, houses, a harbour.

When Gorian looked back at his father, he saw that his facial expression had changed completely. A deep furrow reached from the root of the nose to the hairline, and the thick eyebrows were pulled together. An expression that Gorian was not able to interpret at first. But he felt that something was not as it should be. 

His father loosened the sail.  The boat turned with the top in wind direction and lost instantly any travel. 

"Take it easy," he commanded - in a way that made Gorian realize that it was best to do exactly what he was told. For Gorian heard his father's voice in a very special way: the words penetrated his thoughts in an almost pressing way, and Gorian felt the uncanny power that was working in them. A force he could not explain, not understand, not even describe in words. He just felt it - and it felt like something familiar, familiar. 

With a quick movement, his father reached for the sword he wore on his belt. The blade flashed in the sunlight. It swirled through the air so quickly that it was barely visible. 

The blade twitched at Gorian's head, rushed right past him and into the skull of a huge winged fish. All of a sudden the beast had shot up from the depths, had risen from the water, had spread its wings and moved them so quickly that they were barely visible. A winged fish could stand in the air while he assimilated the prey with his mighty mouth. 

But not this time.

While the sword went into the beast's head, Gorian heard his father's cry, which went through his heart. In this cry there was much more to be felt of that uncanny power that his father seemed to command. 

The winged fish made a groaning sound while the sword, the handle of which Nhorich held with both hands, began to glow. Fish blood splattered from the body of the roaring creature. It was bluish and hissed wherever it hit the boat's planks, and Gorian also got some of it. 

But he couldn't scream. He opened his mouth, but not a single sound came over his lips.

The beast sank into the water. Bubbles rose, the waves turned blue, and the boat swayed horribly. 

Gorian looked at his father, in whose eyes there was nothing white left; they were completely filled with an impenetrable blackness. He stood with his legs apart and compensated for the fluctuations of the barge, which drifted without a guide. She turned, wind fell into the sail and let it flutter again. 

Gorian's gaze passed his father.

There was nothing there but the wide, glistening surface of the Thisile Bay and a wall of grey haze in the distance. 

At that moment Gorian was finally able to scream. But it was not a cry of pain because of the corrosive fish blood, but a warning - mixed with horror. 

A single word came through the boy's lips. "There!" He stretched out his arm, pointed to where there was nothing yet, and put all the strength he was capable of into this cry.

At the same moment, a second winged fish emerged from the water about five lengths from the barge. He was smaller than the first, measuring no more than a man's length from head to tail. But he was much faster than the beast before. The buzzing sound of the buzzing grand pianos sounded like a hundred swarms of angry hornets. 

The being from the depth shot at Nhorich. He whirled around, screamed again and let the blade of the sword swoosh through the air. It glowed briefly as it passed through the body of the winged fish and hissed as its blood touched the iron from which the weapon was forged. With a single blow, Nhorich cut off the creature's head. 

The corrosive blood splashed high up, but a sudden gust of wind blew the poisonous lifeblood of the creature out to sea, so that this time neither Nhorich nor Gorian were hit by it.

Nhorich looked around. His eyes were still filled with total darkness. Gorian would not forget this sight in his life.

His father seemed to be looking for something. The boat swayed, but he was still standing there, the sword in both hands, apparently looking for more winged fish to attack him and his son. But if there were more of these creatures hiding in the sea around them, they had lost their greed for prey. 

Nhorich's posture relaxed. "It's over," he said. "They're gone..."

––––––––
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"DO YOU REMEMBER HOW the winged fish attacked us," Gorian asked his father a few years later.

"Of course."

"Did you know in advance that the beast would suddenly come out of the water?"

His father smiled. "Yes, a moment before it happened, I knew it."

"You learn that as a sword master of the order, don't you?"

"That's right. But you can only learn it if you have the basic talent for it. But now I need you to answer a question, Gorian."

"Which one?"

"Do you remember the second winged fish back then?"

"Of course. He came at you from behind."

"And you warned me before he got out of the water."

"Yes," the boy muttered, and his gaze became as absent and introverted as he could otherwise often observe with his father. "I've seen him. Before he even got there."

Nhorich nodded and stroked over his head. "You were only two. That's very early."

"What do you mean?"

"Never forget this moment. Remember this moment from time to time, and try to imagine it as accurately as possible."

"Why?"

"You must not forget any detail."

"I won't," Gorian promised. "And I think about this experience almost every day."

His father took a deep breath. "One day I'll explain to you what all this means."

"Why not now?"

"It's too soon. Believe me, it wouldn't be good for you to know more. Not yet."

––––––––
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"TELL ME ABOUT MOTHER," Gorian asked. He was now ten years old and by no means made this demand for the first time.

"What shall I tell you about her - except what you already know?" Nhorich replied. His beard was now gray mottled, but he was still a man of strength and vitality.

Gorian had inherited his sea-green eyes and the alert, very intense gaze that outsiders often had the impression that he was trying to penetrate them. 

It was a ritual between them: Gorian asked about his mother, and Nhorich told him everything he knew about her or what he thought Gorian should know, which may not be the same. 

"Is it true that her death had to do with my birth?" Gorian asked.

"Who says so?"

"Is it true?"

"No, she died exactly one year and one day after you were born. And once again no: Both events are only connected insofar as everything that happens or could happen or will happen in the polyverse is in simple interaction with each other".

Polyversum, Gorian thought. A term mostly used by members of the Order of the Ancient Power, while the priesthood of the Hidden God spoke of creation when it meant the totality of all conceivable places and possibilities. That Nhorich used the term Polyversum relatively frequently in his speeches revealed him as someone who had long belonged to the Order of the Old Power. The way of thinking taught there had dug deep into his personality. Perhaps deeper than Nhorich himself wanted to admit, for he was - in the rank of a sword master - divorced from the order in discord and since then avoided any contact with its representatives.

"Pasoch claims that my mother's death was related to my birth," Gorian explained, "because this time he wanted a more productive answer to his question. 

Nhorich looked up from the workpiece that he had subjected to a final test and smiled cautiously. It was a dagger forged by Nhorich himself. The work on it had taken weeks and had only been finished with the engraving of the magic power signs. A short blade, forged according to the instructions of the sword masters of the Order of the Ancient Power. In terms of blacksmithing, Nhorich was still faithful to the order, even though he had otherwise broken off all connections with him. He had come to the realization that this order had in the meantime been corrupted to the very depths of the Mark, descended into a mere instrument of power of the Dukes of Laramont, who for four generations in succession had placed the rulers of the Holy Empire. 

The aim of the House of Laramont was obvious: the abolition of the electoral empire and its transformation into an hereditary monarchy. And both the Order of the Ancient Power and the priesthood of the Hidden God had - despite their considerable differences among themselves - become vicarious agents of this noble house. Both had lost their old ideals and thus attracted Nhorich's deepest contempt.

"Pasoch is a fool," said Nhorich as he stroked the dagger's blade. At least Nhorich seemed to be satisfied with that. He grabbed the handle and threw the gun out of his wrist through the forge. The dagger described an arc-shaped trajectory, then ascended a little and landed in a carving over the ridge of the door, showing an animal-like demon face, directly into the tusked, half-opened mouth, warped to a sneering grin. Trembling, he got stuck in the jaws of the carved mythical creature. 

A dagger - distracted in its trajectory by the use of the Old Force, it went through Gorian's head. This was one of the arts that a sword master of the order had to master in order to claim this title. And whenever Gorian saw his father apply these arts, the renegade swordmaster was never aware of the effort that such a mastery of the Old Power undoubtedly required. His eyes had not even filled with pure darkness, which was a sign of great concentration on this power. 

Nhorich smiled contentedly. "A good piece," he said. "Especially the right symbols are a point that is often underestimated, my son. "That's what matters, and the order in which they're engraved." He remained silent for a while, and his gaze seemed to wander into an indeterminate distance. Gorian knew that look only too well. His father was then thinking about the past. Gorian often regretted that he could not follow him there and could not see the same things in his mind's eye.

Nhorich turned to Gorian. "What makes Pasoch think he can say things like that to you anyway?"

Pasoch was the local priest of the Church of the Hidden God in the coastal town of Twixlum near the Thisile Bay. Nhorich's court, where the former swordmaster lived in seclusion with his son and some servants, was a few miles east of Twixlum. From the farm buildings one could see the sea, and there was an own landing stage for small to middle barges. The country road that ran along the coast from the port city of Thisia via Twixlum to the ferry landing stages at the mouth of the Seg River, from where it was possible to cross to the Duchy of Estrigge, was not passable all year round. 

"It was the last time I was in Twixlum with the barge," Gorian replied.

"You should no longer go to the school days of the priests," said Nhorich, and his tone of voice was gloomy. 

"Why not? Are they as corrupt as the Order of the Ancients?"

"At least," Nhorich claimed - and this was not the first time he had expressed this view to Gorian. But he had never expressed more details in response to Gorian's probing inquiries, but always made only the general statement that priests and members of the order had long since betrayed their old ideals and only allowed one imperial house to retain power instead of opposing the true threats that endangered the Holy Kingdom. Perhaps Nhorich believed that his son would not yet be able to understand all the background. Or he wanted to protect him by keeping things from him that knowing about could put him in danger. Nhorich had repeatedly hinted at something like this, but it had stuck to these hints. 

To be allowed to go to the priests in the school in Twixlum Gorian had to take away his father. The former swordmaster had been anything but enthusiastic about it. He did not want the priests of God's Hidden One to influence his Son in their sense. But it was also the doctrine of the Order to listen to all sorts of opinions without making a generally binding judgement until this was not irrefutable. How could Nhorich, who still regarded the old ideals of the order as the guideline of his own life, have refused to acquaint his son with the teachings of the priesthood, even if in many ways they were completely contrary to the views that Nhorich personally regarded as correct?

The school always took place on seven consecutive days, otherwise it would not have been worthwhile for many to travel from the surrounding area. The children stayed overnight in the temple, which was still by far the largest building even in such a small place as Twixlum.

Gorian had always enjoyed meeting his peers from the surrounding area, whom he would never have met otherwise. It was the sons and daughters of princes, knights and peasants - in this point the priesthood of the Hidden God made no difference. The lessons were free and of a quality that even merchants or knights from the retinue of the Duke of Thisilien, who maintained their estates in the area, gladly sent their children there to be taught to read and write and, if possible, the basics of mathematical art. 

"What exactly did Pasoch say," Nhorich asked again, because somehow it worried him that the local priest had perhaps revealed things to his son that Gorian was not to know about. Not yet. At least not from a priest of the Hidden God.

"He said that the day I was born, a glowing stone fell from the starry sky."

"That's the facts. And that's no secret. The whole area remembers that day today - at least all those who are old enough to remember it."

"Pasoch said this glowing stone is a fragment of the shadow bringer that darkens the sun and makes every winter harder, colder and longer than the previous one for generations." 

"So, does the priest say?", Nhorich muttered.

"Is it true?" Gorian wanted to know.

Nhorich nodded. "Yes. Whatever Pasoch has his wisdom, since he is just a simple village priest who is not known to have ever been involved in stargazing, I have to admit that what he said is true."

"This fragment of the dark spot that makes the sun cool is a sign of misfortune. "And I was born in this sign."

"This is priestly talk," Nhorich claimed.

"He further says that such a sign, in order to reduce its influence on the future, can only be diminished or rendered ineffective by the shedding of one's own blood."

"That's superstition!", Nhorich drove up unusually violently. The former swordmaster was usually a very quiet man. Gorian had never experienced his father differently. But this time Gorian felt his questions arouse Nhorich. More than the boy had suspected. However, the reason for this was not yet quite clear to him, and he did not even think about stopping. Gorian had the feeling of being very close to finally getting an insight into one of his questions, which until then had been surrounded by mystery. Even though it may have been painful for his father, Gorian said that this veil had to be torn once and for all.

The eyes of father and son met. For a very long time they just looked at each other. And Nhorich repeated what he had already said once, which thereby lost more persuasiveness than it gained: "It is a superstition from the time before one worshipped the Hidden God, and like many a superstition this also spread so badly in the lower ranks of the priesthood that one could not cut it out, even if the serious will existed for it".

"May it be superstition or real magic, did mother think it was possible? Did she believe what Pasoch told me was true?"

Nhorich remained silent for a moment. Then he stretched out his hand, holding it towards the dagger he had thrown into the mouth of the wooden demon face, and his eyes were filled with pure, impenetrable blackness. The dagger began to tremble.

You're trying to distract me, Gorian thought. It's like distracting a child from a wound so they don't feel the pain as badly. But I no longer want to be treated like a child. At least, not in this matter.

It was said that some religious were able to read particularly intense thoughts, and not for the first time Gorian wondered whether his father was also able to grasp his when they were particularly strong and urgent. Sometimes he thought he did. Sometimes he even wants to, but sometimes he was afraid of it. But at that moment he would have preferred nothing more than that his father could have immediately grasped what was on his mind and how important the question to which he finally wanted an answer was.

"Did mother die because she thought she could take the harm of my birth sign from me," Gorian asked, and his voice sounded much clearer and clearer than he had expected of himself. He seldom felt so strong and in harmony with himself as he did at that moment. This question, which was so important for him, was finally pronounced, but he had long known the answer inside his heart.

The trembling of the dagger became even more violent, then it detached itself from the throat of the wooden demon, rushed through the air, carried out a completely unpredictable zigzag line and landed precisely in the outstretched, open hand of the former sword master. The marks on the blade glowed briefly, then they turned dark green, as did the engravings on dishes or cutlery that had been stored in chests for a long time and had not been used.

The blackness disappeared from Nhorich's eyes. He hesitated, but then he seemed to realize that it was pointless to remain silent.

"Yes," he admitted. "Kenraai - your mother - believed this nonsense. I couldn't convince her it was just fucking superstition. She took a barge to Twixlum and asked the priest, who was responsible for the place, for his opinion. His words were like a poison that began to work slowly, and one day - a year and a day after you were born - I found them on the egg-shaped stone on the way to Thisia. There, where in the time before the advent of faith in the Hidden God people were sacrificed to influence the old gods. She had a sharp blade with her and opened her veins."

Gorian stood there in consternation. Nothing his father had just told him was really surprising, but to hear it from his mouth was something else than putting together a picture from many individual mosaic pieces that had still had a few gaps at crucial points.

Gorian wanted to say something, but a big lump was stuck in his throat. 

Then he finally brought out: "I want to ask you for something."

"What?"

"I have heard that the Masters of the Order can transmit memories through touch in such a way that someone else can participate as if they were their own."

Nhorich's face darkened. The characteristic deep furrow appeared again on his forehead. Then he shook his head. "No, Gorian. That's not. You can ask me for anything, but you can't ask me for anything."

"I want to see her," said Gorian. "I want you to share the moment you found her by the eggstone."

But Nhorich shook his head again and this time even more decisively. "That's out of the question!"

Gorian wanted to say something else. But his mouth opened only halfway, and all that came over his lips was a violent blast of breath. Suddenly he realized the real reason why Nhorich refused to grant him this request. Until then he had believed it was only consideration and a father's desire to protect his child. But there was something else. Something that played an even bigger role.

Apparently even the memory of it is too close to him, Gorian recognized. 

"Thou shalt not try to read minds," Nhorich warned him. "Not without training and completion to protect you from the unintended consequences."

Gorian blushed in his face and had to swallow involuntarily. 

Nhorich handed him the dagger. "This one's for you," he explained. "I'll show you how to use it. The Old Power is very strong in you - and it is time for you to begin the special part of the formation, even if one has never accepted anyone of your age at the Ordensburg and a few influential heads there are of the opinion that even sixteen summers would not even be nearly a suitable age to learn the arts of the religious masters".
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Chapter 2

Umbra 
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In the next months Gorian tried to learn the art of hurling the dagger as his father was able to. He succeeded in influencing the trajectory with the help of his will, but a growing dissatisfaction arose in the boy, for he felt how far he was from really controlling the Old Force. 

"You have the gift, Gorian. And if you also have the will, then you will manage to master the Old Power," said Nhorich when they were in a meadow not far from the farm to practice. An old tree stump served Gorian as a target. Out here he only endangered himself, but none of the farmhands or any of the animals. 

"The priests say that magic is a divine gift, whether you receive it or not, without anything to contribute," Gorian said.

Nhorich laughed. "I see you're really decidedly at the priest school in Twixlum too often!" He shook his head. "No, Gorian, on this point the views of the Order and the priesthood are completely different. According to the Order, magic is not a divine gift, but a skill of the individual that must be trained and developed and for which one needs a talent. You have that talent - and everything else depends on yourself, on no one else."

"When I am sixteen and the Seekers of the Order go out to find novices - will you then allow me to be trained in the Order's castle?"

Nhorich was silent at first. "That's a long way off," he said. 

"What if this were today?" Gorian demanded a clear answer.

Nhorich hesitated. "You know that I divorced from the order in the quarrel and resigned my rank as swordmaster. Look at the sky. The Shadowbringer shifts from year to year more before the sun. For several generations this has been the case, and every year our harvests get worse, the weather colder and more unpredictable, and up in the north Morygor, the lord of Frostfest, sits in his cold palace and ensures with his perverse magic, directed against every life, that his cold empire continues to expand. He brought the ice gods back into our world through the world gate and made them his servants. His eerie hordes of warriors of horror continue to expand their master's realm. Already years ago, almost all of Torheim and the northern parts of Orxania were conquered. The few refugees who made it to the south reported terrible things that happened there. Everyone knows it's only a matter of time before this kingdom of cold magic of an undead magician also haunts the Holy Realm - but do you think they would have tried to take any precautions? The mission of the Order is to protect the empire. Instead, his Superior Intrigues spin and bought the voices of dukes, so that with Coracch IV a duke of the Laramontese family can now reach the imperial throne for the fourth time. And they credit the Emperor only because the Bishop of Atrantia and his priesthood of the Hidden God also do so and there are otherwise fears that they will not retain sufficient political influence". Nhorich made a throw-away gesture. "But no one cares about the danger facing us all, which we have nothing to counter."

"But what about the magic of the Order Masters?"

"It will not be enough to stop the spread of the Frost Empire. The Lord of Frostfest can apparently move the stars himself, he is already so powerful. The ancient star magic of Caladran, of which hardly anyone believed that there was more to it than a legend, has been rediscovered by Morygor, it seems - or he has brought many more powerful helpers through the world gate besides the Frost Gods". 

Nhorich reached out his hand. The dagger with the magic signs was in a leather sheath on Gorian's belt. The blade twitched out of it and landed in Nhorich's right. 

He held the dagger at eye level with his son. "It is not only the signs of the Old Power that make this dagger so special, but also the metal. When the glowing fragment fell from heaven the night you were born, I forged two swords out of it..."

"Shadow cast and star blade," Gorian muttered. He knew the story, but he'd never seen those swords before. His father had told him that they were weapons for special battles. Weapons that not only aroused fear in enemies, but also the desire to possess them. And in the wrong hands, they are a danger. So Nhorich kept them in a place he had never betrayed to anyone.

"The dagger is made of the remains of this special metal. It contains the dark power of the Shadowbringer, and I had to drive out most of it first. Only so much was allowed to remain that a person could control them and not become their slave. And the force contained in the dagger is much less than in the swords, because I mixed the alloy differently. But it's a good opportunity for you to practice. Because if you master the dagger, one day you'll be strong enough to use a star blade or a shadow cast."

He gave him back his dagger. Gorian looked at him with a mixture of horror and interested amazement. "So the power of darkness is actually dormant in this weapon," he stated. "I felt it when I first saw the dagger, but I couldn't explain it."

"Darkness to fight the darkness, just as fire is fought with fire. It's the only thing that works. "And if one day the hordes of Frost Lord Morygor will conquer this land, at least you will not stand defenceless against their henchmen."

Gorian met his father's gaze and then realized: "You haven't answered my question yet. What if I am sixteen - old enough to begin the formation of the Order?"

"You will have to make your own decision," Nhorich explained. "I wouldn't try to stop you from joining the Order, but I would warn you. For the Order has long been riddled with Morygor's spies."

"Was that one of the reasons you turned your back on him?"

"Yes. If you join the order, you will be faced with treason - and perhaps serving the wrong man without realizing it. And under no circumstances did I want to do that, even if some accuse me of betraying the Order, the Empire and my ideals. But the opposite is the case. I've been more loyal than many of those who say so." He nodded to the boy. "At your age, no religious master would train you - but I will, Gorian. There's still time till you're sixteen, and who knows what's going to happen by then. I will train you, and then you will make your own decision - unless everything has changed in such a way that we will only remember our views of today by shaking our heads."

Gorian thought back to the moment he woke up in the boat. The first moment of his life he could remember. Whenever he needed strength, he remembered that moment - and even then when he tried to concentrate on the Old Power, of which he felt more and more how much was dormant in him without already being able to use it. In this respect, he was really only at the very beginning. 

But then, the moment he had foreseen the appearance of the winged fish in his father's back, he had been one with this power without even knowing what it actually consisted of or how it was called. The winged fish... Later he had learned that their appearance in the bay of Thisilien was one of those signs announcing the future disaster. Because normally these beasts only existed in the waters between Eisrigge and the islands of Caladran. That they hunted so far south for prey could only mean that they had been driven from their original hunting grounds. And it also showed that the southern waters of the sea of Ost-Erdenrund were cold enough even in summer for these creatures to feel comfortable in them.

"Gather your strength, Gorian," he heard his father's voice, but it faded into the background. He only heard him say,"...and close your eyes, for what they show you distracts such a young novice unnecessarily."

Only for the duration of a heartbeat did he think how absurd his father's words actually were. But he followed his instructions, closed his eyes and hurled the dagger. He described a curved line, at first far away, then his trajectory turned - apparently against all laws of nature - and he raced towards the tree stump, in which he got stuck trembling.

Gorian saw it with his inner senses and knew, even before he opened his eyes again, where exactly the dagger had penetrated the rotten wood. 

His heartbeat was racing. He could not see for himself that his eyes had gone completely black for a short time. He only felt the power flooding through him. It was the same power that had already filled him in his second year without him knowing it existed. 

"That was good," Nhorich said. "For starters."

––––––––
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DARK CLOUDS CAME UP, and a little later thunder and hail set in. Gorian and his father returned to the farm, but even before they reached him, the weather changed again and snow began to fall. 

"A freak of nature," Gorian heard the manager of the farm say. He had been to the barge landing stage when the weather changed. Now he ran soaking wet to the main house like everyone else.

"No, it's not a freak of nature," Nhorich muttered gloomy. "It's the whim of evil magic!"

Among the servants and maidservants who fled to the entrance hall of the main house from the surrounding fields and meadows or from the horse gate were also several animal people from Orxania and a sturdy Imp from the land of the Adhe. And there were some of the maids and servants who, although they had some command of the thisilish dialect of the sacred language, preferred the Torheims among themselves. All of them were among the many beings who had left their lands over the last century and a half after their northern provinces had fallen to Morygor's Frost Kingdom and the living conditions in the still independent areas had deteriorated considerably.

"Now it starts here," growled one of the Orxanians, whose name was Gaerth and whose voice sounded like the rumbling of distant thunder. He towered above every holy man by at least half, his arms were thicker than even their thighs, his hands reminiscent of the paws of a long-tooth lion roaming the forests of Estrigge and southern Thisi. And the tusks sticking out of an animal's mouth were longer than the dagger on Gorian's belt. "When my father was young, Orxania had three months of real summer. Grain and enough grass grew to keep cattle and sheep. Nowadays, this is only possible on the coast, and that's more than bad than right."

"When you say today, you mean three years ago," the Adh interfered. His name was Beliak and he was no bigger than Gorian at the age of ten, but his width was almost his length. Though much smaller than the Orxanier, he was hardly inferior to him in strength, which had been proven by a wild brawl, which the Lord of the court had only been able to end by applying the magic of the Old Power. But since the balance of power between the two had been clarified, they got along well, which was rather unusual, because Adhe and Orxanier were traditionally enemies. Beliak could even take the liberty of friendly punching the Orxanian into his side without an immediate answer in the form of a punch with the orxan paw. "Three years - that's how long you've been here, and I don't know if you've gone back to your desolate home in the meantime."

The Orxanier's face, which was not exactly cheerful because of his physiognomy, became very dark. "Desolate - that is indeed the right word. And I don't even dare to think how the land of my ancestors may have changed in the meantime. "It's not even a comfort to me that in some parts of Adhe country it may not look any different."

"It's much worse," Beliak muttered. "And perhaps you will rejoice that there will be no more of my kind in the not too distant future."

"Why should there soon be no more Adhe," Gorian interfered, who got on well with both of them.

Beliak turned the broad head with the thick bulbous nose. The beard was trimmed, but very dense, and it grew almost to under his eyes shaded by thick beads. "Because we Adhe multiply in other ways than most other beings," he replied. 

"It means you're growing out of the ground," said Gorian.

"But only in the frost-free summer months. And they've been rare in my country since the day I met Adhe. Meanwhile, however, at least north of Adhbergen, there should not be a single frost-free day in the year. "At least the ground doesn't thaw enough to make my kind grow out of it."

Outside it thundered, and hail set in again. A stormy wind whistled around the buildings of the yard and made the shops clatter. A wind that was so icy that you could feel it on your feet even inside the house. 

A jolt went through Gorian.

Something's coming!

It was a thought that could not be justified. A feeling, an indefinite idea that Gorian seemed for a moment like complete certainty.

It took hardly more than two heartbeats, then that sensation was over, and Gorian wondered whether what had just so completely caught his attention had even existed.

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT GORIAN WOKE up from a restless sleep. It had become indescribably cold. In winter there were more and more heavy ice storms sweeping over Thisilien, which the ancients said would never have happened before, but the summer solstice was only over for a few weeks. 

Gorian rose from his bed, feeling something similar to that first moment, just before the appearance of the winged fish. A diffuse perception of the threat and danger.

Something would happen, that was out of the question for him. He just had no idea what this could be. 

Gorian went to the window. Ice flowers had fallen over the glass. The main house of Nhorichs Hof was one of the few buildings in the Twixlum area whose windows were completely glazed and not made of alabaster or covered with cloth. Nhorich had learned the art of glazing as a young man on a journey to the Western Empire, where the skill of fitting windows with glass was more widespread than in this area. But since the weather became colder and worse, there were more and more homeowners, especially in the northern areas of the Holy Kingdom, who provided their windows with glass and sealed them with bitumen. Because similar weather moods, as Gorian had experienced on that day, happened there more and more often. 

Adhe and Orxanier had been talking about it for a long time, but one could hear the merchants from Ameer, the Axtlande or even from the Middle Islands talking about it when their ships docked in the port of Twixlum. Gorian had heard such reports when he went to school and had the opportunity to look around the harbour of the small village. More and more often, sailors complained about winged fish, which had become a real nuisance to seafarers, as well as about icebergs, some of which were allegedly even driven as far as the islands of the Duchy of the Three Lands. 

Gorian scratched his neck and looked out the window. The buildings were white, as were the surrounding fields and meadows. But in the meantime it had stopped snowing, and in the distance a pale moon shone over a sea as grey as a shroud. 

A piercing whinny made Gorian flinch. At first he thought he had heard one of the horses in the stable that was as cold as humans, Orxanians and Adhe, even though the latter were said to be only sensitive to cold when they were born. Then Gorian heard hoof clattering. And at the same time he realized that he didn't really hear either. Not with my ears anyway. These noises existed only in his head, like intrusive thoughts that simply could not be scared away.

The hoofbeat became more urgent as if a group of riders were actually approaching the farm. Dark shadows emerged from the night. They seemed to rise above the sea like early mist and condensed more and more until they became dark figures on horses.

It only took a moment, then the riders had reached the farm. There was a dozen of them, but they remained shadowy. Their mounts each had eight legs and were much larger than any horse Gorian had ever seen. The roaring hoofbeat became such a pressing sound in his head that he was barely able to grasp a clear thought, let alone do anything. 

He might have screamed, but he couldn't. He was paralyzed. A foreign power literally banished him, a form of magic, he instinctively felt, which was closely related to the Old Power used by the sword masters of the order. Gorian was unable to defend himself against their influence. 

The horsemen seemed to be pure darkness, and the monstrous battle axes they were carrying could only be seen as an outline and changed in size depending on how they were held by the rider.

Like shadows! Gorian sears through it.

One of the shadow riders got off his eight-legged horse and turned his head so that Gorian thought he was looking up at his window. He even felt as if the rider was pronouncing his name. 

"Gorian!"

The Shadow Rider's thought was roaring in his head. Like an order that worked directly into his innermost being and against which there was no possibility of contradiction. 

A scornful laugh followed as the rider reached under the shadows of his cape with his free hand. His dark fist enclosed something without Gorian knowing what it was, and hurled it up. The next moment, a stone hit the window. Clangingly the glass shattered - and this clang was the first real sound, not only present in thoughts, which the shadow riders caused. 

When the glass burst, Gorian believed time itself would stretch and everything would happen with incredible slowness. At the last moment he regained his free will, even if it was associated with a severe headache. He threw himself to the ground as the stone shot past him and hit the opposite wall with such force that he got stuck deep into the massive block planks from which the main house of Nhorich's court was built. 

Gorian turned over lying on the floorboards and stared at the stone in the wall, which was about the size of his fist and shimmered greenish in the darkness. That's the only reason he could even be seen. There had to be some strange magic in him. But the strangest thing was that he changed his shape. He looked like a small winged lizard that had first curled up and now began to unfold. The shimmer changed increasingly from the green to the red, and a hissing sound took away from this being. 

A Gargoyle!, drove it through Gorian. Stories were told about these stone demons, but he had never heard of anyone ever actually encountering such a creature in the Twixlum area.

Again the being hissed. While the body was now clearly shimmering red, his eyes were now piercing yellow. Almost like lights that had just been lit. Her radiance was so intense that it became daylight in the room. Gorian had to shield his own eyes with his hand, he was so blinded. 

The gargoyle took a sentence and landed on the chest in which Gorian kept his things. Then the creature spread its wings. They were the only part of his body that had remained stone grey.

Gorian suddenly knew that this creature wanted to kill him. That's the only reason it was here. His thoughts full of cold hatred and the intention to kill him were so pressing that every doubt was forbidden. 

The gargoyle pulled the grotesque, lizard-like face, in which needle-pointed teeth sparkled. 

Remember the winged fish! Gorian tried to awaken the dormant powers in himself. His dagger was under the bed, and he reached out his hand. His father had exhorted him to carry the gun with him at all times, and so he kept it in his immediate vicinity, even when he slept.

The dagger moved, flew through the air. He should have landed in Gorian's hand, but his flight was deflected by a sudden force, and the next moment the blade was trembling in the wooden ceiling.

The Gargoyle threw a triumphant roar at Gorian and landed on his chest. Again the boy felt that magical paralysis that he had already felt at the window and that had prevented him from calling for help.

Gorian lay there - from the comparatively tiny Gargoyle on his chest, pressed to the ground with uncanny force and unable to even breathe. The being threatened to crush him many times heavier than a rock of its size could normally be. Gorian couldn't breathe. 

The gargoyle hissed. His nail-tipped teeth turned blood-red, approached the boy's throat, and the cruel creature measured a deadly bite. Gorian tried to regain his strength. But there was nothing more, only inner emptiness and powerlessness - and fear. 

Then the gargoyle's mouth snapped shut...

––––––––
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AT THAT VERY MOMENT the door was opened and Nhorich appeared, clutching the handle of a sword with both hands. He cried out - one of those cries with which the Old Power was summoned - his eyes were completely black, his face a grimace, and the dagger in the ceiling was torn out of the wood by an invisible force, drove down and hit the gargoyle with such force that sparks sprayed and the creature was hurled away. This happened with such incredible precision that Gorian was not scratched - neither from the teeth and claws of the gargoyle nor from the dagger blade itself. 

The gargoyle tried to escape. But in the next moment Nhorich had taken a step forward and hit the stone being with a sword blow of enormous power. The blade broke, but so did the gargoyle, and its fragments landed on the ground. They were still glowing, but this glow became weaker and weaker. 

Nhorich went to the destroyed window through which the cold blew in. Outside, the shadow riders stood in front of the house and seemed to wait.

"Your murdering little servant no longer kills," Nhorich called and enlarged the opening in the glass pane with two massive blows; clinking the shards broke out as he hammered the broken sword into it. 

The shadow riders stayed down, but then the one who had gotten off the horse threw up his axe. It revolved around itself in a completely unpredictable manner, pulling a curved trajectory and apparently constantly changing its size. 

Nhorich did not back down. His eyes were still filled with darkness. He closed it, threw his broken sword at the axe, which glowed during the flight. When the burst blade hit the axe, an almost unbearable groan sounded, and the Gorian, crouching on the ground, had the feeling that his head was going to burst. He understood that this sound was also not a sound in the real sense, but had a direct effect on the thoughts. Even the thickest earplug could not have muffled the sound. Instinctively, however, he covered his ears, while for a moment he could not think clearly.

"Get stronger!"

These words suddenly flared up in his mind like a beacon, and he immediately suspected that they came from someone else, not him. Perhaps by his father, who normally always avoided penetrating the spirit of his son in this way, although his training as a master of the Order of the Ancient Power undoubtedly allowed him to do so.

The collision of the burst blade and the shadow axe changed the trajectories of both weapons, and this so obviously against all laws of nature that it could only be explained by the action of immense magical powers. The axe chased back to its owner, broke through the protective raised shadow arm from which glowing blood splattered, and split the Shadow Warrior's head with equal cruel ease. A second, much weaker groan was heard and turned into a whimper that stopped as the Shadow Warrior sank to the ground. 

At the same moment, the broken and now bright white glowing sword blade penetrated the chest of another shadow rider, whose shadow horse stood on his hindquarters with a piercing neighing. The sound mixed with a scream of thought that surpassed all that Gorian had received from the Shadow Warriors so far. For a moment everything turned before his eyes, the surroundings blurred in a whirlpool of coloured streaks. 

"You fools!" Nhorich called out to the Shadow Riders.

The Shadow Warrior hit by the broken sword had slipped out of the saddle. The group of riders withdrew, but their intrusive thoughts were perceptible to both Nhorich and Gorian - shreds that made no further sense and only illustrated how great their fear was. They turned off, and the hoofbeat echoed in Gorian's head almost as torturously as the scream of death before. 

Nhorich watched them disappear towards the grey sea. Even before they reached the shore, the hooves of their shadow horses no longer touched the ground. The diffuse moonlight made them appear like clouds of smoke, and shortly afterwards they had become one with the grey haze.

When Gorian could see clearly again, he saw the fragments of the shattered gargoyle lying on the floor. His head moved, his mouth was ripped open and hissed, reminiscent of a wild cat. The eyes were still glowing so strongly that an oil lamp could not have illuminated the room any brighter. 

Some stone dust, which had drizzled to the ground when the gargoyle was smashed, suddenly accumulated and merged with the fragment of a wing, which in turn was heading for the hissing head.

A thought of agonizing, hateful intensity emanated from this creature. "Ar-don kills. Ar-Don kills for Morygor!"

"Father!" called Gorian. Rather, he wanted to call it, but instead a cry of the kind that he was capable of awakening the Old Power escaped from his throat. He did it completely unconsciously and felt reminded of the moment when the winged fish had attacked his father and him.

The gargoyle had just rejoined to two-thirds, his body no longer showing its original shape, but had formed three legs and arms. But with the scream of the boy, he burst again. The angry hissing that then echoed in Gorian's head was so violent that he sank back dazed. His eyes were wide open. Pure blackness filled it for a moment and then lost itself. "Ar-don kills..."

Nhorich swirled around. Again the gargoyle was composed of its fragments. Even drizzled down stone dust fits in - and the fragment of Nhorich's blade. It turned to stone, changed shape and became part of the wing. 

The modified body of the Gargoyle literally glowed up, then the stone being started to make a leap, the goal of which was undoubtedly Gorian. The mouth with the nail-tipped teeth grew during the jump, while the remaining body shrank.

The dagger with the magic signs Nhorich had forged for his son drove out of the ceiling wood and hit the gargoyle before he could rip Gorian's throat. The stone being shattered again, and the individual parts glowed so brightly that one could hardly look at them. Nhorich reached out his hand and the dagger flew in. 

This time the Gargoyle had fallen apart into even more fragments. But even they tried to unite again to bigger pieces. Nhorich spoke a formula, and his voice sounded completely different. It was deeper, and Gorian also heard it in his thoughts as if it were an echo. A spell, the boy recognized immediately, because he had already experienced his father working such a spell. However, it was only a matter of preventing forest spirits from being amicable with the crops.

Nhorich pointed the dagger at the gargoyle, whose individual parts had already reunited and formed an egg-shaped stone. The dagger glowed, first bright yellow, then greenish, then a ray of black light shot out of it and burst the stone. Each of the fragments lit up again, but this glow faded in the next few moments and finally went out. 
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Chapter 3

Blades
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Nhorich instructed Gorian not to move and to stay where he was. Then he called out loudly for the servants and ordered them to light and bring all the lanterns and candlesticks that could be found in a hurry.

However, Nhorich did not allow any of them to enter the room. Instead, he positioned himself at the door, took the candlesticks and oil lanterns from them and handed them out in the room himself. 

Ever since the fragments of the Gargoyle stopped glowing, it had become quite dark in Gorian's room. But now every corner was gradually illuminated.

Nhorich also had an earthen cup fetched from the kitchen, into which he carefully collected all the fragments he could find. Some had been blown away quite far, and one was even found on Gorian's bed.

"Ar-Don," Gorian said, and his father turned to him with a surprised look. 

"How do you know that name?"

"It's the name of this being, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"It radiated very pressing thoughts. You must have felt it too, otherwise you wouldn't know the name. Ar-Don kills for Morygor... It was like a strange voice in his own head and very unpleasant."

"I'll probably have to tell you a little earlier about some things I wanted to protect you from," Nhorich muttered thoughtfully. 

Gorian pruned, then he frowned, and it fell like scales from his eyes. "You knew that name before!"

"I will explain everything to you, but first you must act quickly, because this gargoyle is by no means completely destroyed, my son. I banished him. And to keep it that way, I must now collect all the individual parts, bury them in a protected place and cast a second spell."

"I'll help you."

"You'll help me the most if you just let me do what needs to be done."

"What does that mean, Ar-Don kills for Morygor?"

"This is not the time to discuss all this," Nhorich said.

Trouble arose in Gorian. "When is the right time? This attack was meant for me; it didn't even take any magical talent to see that."

"Yes, that's true," Nhorich admitted as he continued to search for the smallest splinters of the gargoyle. 

"But what have I to do with Morygor? Why is the Frostproof Lord sending out a creature that appears to have a mission to kill me?"

"There's one thing you're right about this gargoyle and the Shadow Riders really came to kill you, and there can't be a hint of doubt about Morygor being behind this attack. From his point of view, he will have good reasons for this - but I will try to prevent further disaster from happening now!"

––––––––
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UNTIL DAWN, NHORICH searched for every splinter of the gargoyle's stone. The dawning daylight helped him.

As much as Gorian tried to learn more, he received no answers at first, only instructions not to touch the remains of the two Shadow Warriors killed in front of the main house. This order also applied to everyone else.

Nhorich closed the earthen cup in which he had collected the fragments of the gargoyle with a piece of leather which he tied over the opening. Gorian watched him, and in the meantime he received again very urgent, very intense thoughts, which emanated from the gargoyle. However, they were so strange that Gorian could not make any sense of them. There was simply boundless hatred and a flood of confused images that did not make any connection, mixed with terrible screams and the face of a man distorted to a grimace, on whose right hand a ring with the sign of the Order of the Ancient Power was stuck. This detail was the only thing that Gorian could clearly see. 

"It's good to know the name of your opponent," Nhorich said. "So remember the name Ar-Don, for this creature will never be completely destroyed."

"Can't I walk with you when you bury them?"

"No. For your own protection. This being will try to carry out his mission after all. That's what it's trained for. "You have to be very strong to resist the spirit of this beast."

"And you think I'm not?"

"It is a task many a master has failed to accomplish."

"Like the one whose distorted face I saw in the gargoyle's mind?"

Nhorich looked up. "You've seen Master Domrich?" he asked in surprise. 

"He wore a ring with the mark of the Order. His name is Domrich? Who's that?"

"Not now, my son. Not now."

––––––––
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NHORICH SET OUT ALONE. He took the best horse from the stable. The snowfall had stopped long ago and it was thawing everywhere. The fields and meadows of the surroundings gradually transformed into marshy areas that soon resembled a marshy intermediate empire that seemed to belong neither to the water nor to the land. 

Nhorich drove his horse, and Gorian looked after him. He thought he heard a soft whisper. A voice familiar to him, yet shuddering with it. A voice that he first thought was the rustling of the leaves and then realized that it was in his own thoughts. She muttered incomprehensible words. Only one thing Gorian heard. A name.

Ar-Don ...

Gaerth and Beliak were nearby. The Adh and the Orxanians lamented that they had only awakened after the actual attack had been over; Gaerth had just seen the Shadow Warriors disappearing towards the sea. 

Gorian hardly listened to them. Instead, he looked at what had remained of the two destroyed Shadow Riders. They had disintegrated into dark dust that resembled and smelled like very damp ash. As if a fire had devoured the two dark warriors. The ash-like dust already began to dissolve in the snow's meltwater. 

His father had ordered that he should not worry about the remains of the attackers, but the curiosity drove Gorian to take a closer look at him.

There was something in the dust, and Gorian picked it up: It was a ring. On one side it was much wider, and there was an engraved sign. It showed three circles intertwining. 

The mark of the order!, Gorian recognized immediately. It was the ring of a master. The three circles each stood for the polyverse of all worlds, for the Old Power and for the unity of the Holy Kingdom, which was one of the tasks of the swordmasters to protect.

Gorian's father also owned such a ring, even though he had taken it off a long time ago. But Gorian had found him a few years earlier in the attic of the main house - together with a cloak embroidered with the order sign, which the swordmasters used to wear on festive occasions. 

Gaerth the Orxanian had watched Gorian take up the ring to see it. He stepped closer, careful not to step into the ashes of the destroyed Shadow Warriors, which was not so easy with his huge, somewhat clumsy-looking feet. "There must be a second ring around here somewhere."

"Why would you say that?"

"The Shadow Warriors are former swordsmen of the Order who were captured during all the wars they fought against Morygor's frost hordes. Sometimes also those who died in battle but whose souls were so weak that they could not resist the offer of a second, undead life, so that they now serve the Lord of Frostfest".

"Morygor," Gorian muttered gloomy. "How do you know about the Shadow Warriors?"

"The Order has repeatedly sent swordmasters to Orxania to help my country against the advance of the Ice Gods. I am not even sure if this even happened with the emperor's approval. The fact is that they were there and bravely tried to contain the threat as long as it hadn't spread too much."

"They don't seem to have had much success," Gorian said, dropping the ring back into the muddy dust left by the shadow rider. 

"I'm afraid that's true. And for more than twenty years there has not been a swordmaster who would go into battle at the side of an Orxan warrior against the icy enemy, because the battle for my land has basically been lost for a long time. Not even stalling resistance is still possible."

"And it will probably be the same for us here someday."

"This is as safe as the songs in the temple of the Hidden God," Gaerth said. 

––––––––
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NHORICH RETURNED LATE in the evening. Meanwhile it had begun to rain, and a strong storm wind blew from the sea, which bent the already crooked trees in its direction, and here and there cracked branches and broke off.

Nhorich was very silent, and Gorian noticed a wound on his right hand that looked like a burn. Nhorich did not answer any of Gorian's questions at first. Instead, he ordered the Orxanians Gaerth and Beliak den Adh to dig two pits nearby, as was the custom of the Church of the Hidden God to dig them for burial. He himself turned to the remains of the two Shadow Warriors. The ash-like dust had already seeped into the ground due to the melting snow. 

Gorian watched his father prepare a ritual that was apparently part of the Order's secret knowledge. He scattered a white powder over the places where the Shadow Warriors had been destroyed. He spoke a few words in the ancient language of Nemorien, in which many magical formulas and also the writings about the origin and use of the Ancient Power were written. At the Ordensburg the Nemorian language and writing was one of the most important things a newcomer had to learn, but allegedly both were so complicated that even many masters could only show basic knowledge. At least this was true for the swordmasters, because Nemorish played an extremely important role as the language of magic for the magic masters of the order.

The dark dust that had remained of the Shadow Warriors glowed briefly. Then Nhorich filled the remains of each of the two shadow riders into an earthen jug, put the two rings of the swordmasters into the jugs and buried them in the earth holes dug by Gaerth and Beliak. 

"Is it true that they were once swordmasters of the order?" Gorian asked him later.

Nhorich nodded. "They were - even though it's been almost a century since they fought the hordes of Morygor. At that time there was an alliance between the Emperor, the Orxani, the kings of Torheim and the free captains of the Torlinger Islands. But even their combined forces could not stop the spread of the evil. "It cost the Order almost all of its swordmasters and almost came to an end." Nhorich laughed up hoarse. "The subsequent emperor enacted a law that this defeat could no longer be spoken of, and this ban is still officially in force today."

"It was that bad?"

Nhorich nodded. "The reports of the survivors are kept in the Ordensburg, for within its walls the laws of the emperor have only limited validity." He breathed deeply what sounded almost like a sigh of joy to Gorian's ears, adding: "These swordmasters here deserved a worthy burial, as they have been denied for a hundred years - since they were forced to serve Morygor as a Shadow Warrior who, by the forbidden magic he uses, has long since become an undead monster. How else could he feel comfortable in a place like Frostfest?" He looked at Gorian, and the boy looked back at his father. "All who fall within Morygor's sphere of influence change; they become beings who are not alive and not dead - or shadows. Without free will, without love, without conscience - puppets of evil, which the Lord of Frostfest leads by his invisible threads."

"Like that gargoyle Ar-Don?" Gorian asked.

"Something like that - but Ar-Don's story has some special features"

"What special features?"

"Later."

"No, I want to know now! I know it has something to do with me. I know that there must be a reason Morygor of all people wants to kill me and sent out a beast like that gargoyle! And it could probably happen again at any time."

"No," Nhorich contradicted, "in the next few years, nothing will very likely happen in this direction after this attempt to kill you has failed. This moment, when your death would benefit Morygor, has passed unused."

"Who was Domrich?"

"Not here, my son, and not now."

"When then?"

"I'll ride out with you tomorrow. And then I'll tell you everything. All you need to know."

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY THEY SADDLED the horses. The weather had become milder again. Although the water was still ankle-deep in the meadows, there was nowhere more snow, and even the haze above the sea had disappeared. At times even the sun was shining, and one could almost get the impression that the Frost Empire had made a sudden advance very far to the south and then withdrew its cold from this region.

Gorian and his father were on the road for a long time. The horses were literally steaming. In the early afternoon they reached a wooded area somewhere in the rough inland area between Twixlum and the mouth of the Seg and north of the road to the bridge of Segantia, over which the more southern path led to Estrigge.

All the time Gorian was waiting for his father to let him in on the secrets behind all the strange events. But Nhorich remained silent.

Eventually they reached a part of the forest that was very dense and dark. The trees that grew here were of a strangely overgrown kind. Many looked as if they had been split by lightning, several times in their growth history. Fernlike plants, such as Gorian had never seen before, towered up to the treetops, and highly strange animal cries filled the forest. Although Gorian had made extensive expeditions in the area, he had never arrived in this area. 

His horse shied several times, as if he was afraid of penetrating further into this area, and after standing on his hindquarters and almost dropping Gorian, Nhorich was forced to bring the animal under control with a magic formula. 

"The swordmasters calm their war horses before they go into battle," he explained to his son. "You will learn this formula too, if you want."

"I want to learn everything there is to learn," Gorian replied briskly.

"You will realize that some knowledge at the wrong time is more likely to hurt than to benefit."

"But isn't ignorance the greatest enemy?"

A smile scurried across Nhorich's face. "You have read the axioms of the masters of the order," he stated.

"The book was with the stuff in the attic."

A little later they reached a clearing. At its edge the grass grew upwards, but in its centre the vegetation seemed to avoid an area in the form of a square. Dark, loamy earth was visible there. The birds, which fluttered from the surrounding trees onto the clearing and landed there to peck for worms on the ground, stayed as far away from this square as the flora and tried their luck only in areas covered with grass.

"As if there had been a building there," Gorian kidnapped it without thinking long and hard about it.

"You mean the open space in the middle?", Nhorich made sure.

"How could you miss them?"

"That speaks for your talent, because you see more than most others would." Nhorich tied his horse to a shrub and stepped up to Gorian, who had also relegated. "Now see what's really there," he said, putting his son's hand over his eyes and muttering some words in ancient Nemorician. 

When he took his hand away again, Gorian saw an old, weathered stone building in the middle of the clearing.

"A temple of the Old Gods," Gorian abducted it. The architecture of the building left no doubt about it: the portal was supported by two stone columns in which animal-like faces were carved, portraits of those old gods whose names could no longer be pronounced, since the belief in the Bent God had been declared the only valid confession. Yet there were still many who attributed great power to them. 

Spell power.

"I discovered this place many years ago," Nhorich explained. "That was before I was sixteen and accepted as a disciple at the Ordensburg like my father and my grandfather. I didn't tell anyone then about this discovery. And later, long after I had thrown myself over with the Order, I found out something about the magic of the Old Gods and found out that this place is an excellent hiding place. A place to keep things hidden from magically gifted emissaries like the Shadow Riders or the Gargoyle who tried to kill you."

"Did you hide here the two swords you forged from the celestial metal?" When he asked this, Gorian unconsciously touched the handle of the dagger that his father had given him and which he wore constantly on his belt. 

Nhorich did not answer directly. But the restrained smile that played around his lips for a heartbeat was a sign to Gorian that it was exactly like that. "Come with me," Nhorich said. "It's time for you."

"Time for what?"

"To equip and prepare you."

"What for?"

"To the encounter with darkness, which you will fight with darkness one day."
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