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Sheem, sheem, tap, tap.

A steel sword parted glowing embers, shifting them into a soft ring of heat. High atop Mount Argol, the northern sentinel of Stelvose, a single fire burned — lonely and bright, as if waiting for a tale to begin.

A boy, though nearly a man, sat upon a moss-covered stump. Snow blanketed the ground, the scent of evergreen heavy in the frozen air. His hair, damp and matted, veiled a face weathered by exhaustion. He gazed into the fire, its crackle whispering memories older than the boy himself.

An owl perched on a bent branch above, its white wings shuffling, talons firm. The boy met its gaze.

“Want to hear a story, friend?”

The owl tilted its head, silent but listening.

“I am Rondo Ironson,” the boy murmured. He nodded toward the dark valley below before returning to the fire. “My story begins in the mountain shadows of Gallen Claw... but before that — before I knew who I was — there was a gathering.”

He drew a breath and began.

“Mount Argol, the great peak of Stelvose, was once the sacred ground of peace. Every autumn, under the full moon, kings, warriors, and mystics from across the realms convened in a hidden glade. They came not for war, but for unity — the Gathering of the Gallen Heart Guild.”

The Gallen Heart Guild, guardians of the realm’s fragile peace, called forth twelve champions. Each bore a weapon forged by ancient rites — broadswords, battle-axes, hammers, and blades — each bound by a gem—set at the heart, in the shape of a heart—an emblem to be a beacon for the lives in Stelvose.

Rondo’s voice grew quiet.

“That year, one weapon did not arrive. One knight did not kneel.”

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

First came King Tourrem of Bahmeri Kai — dark of skin, golden of armor, silent and proud kins of the elves. His people, desert-born and steel-blooded, were known for crafting flame into order. He bore a broadsword with a ruby heart and took his place without a word.

Then came Lord Victor Blair and Mayor Arnand Cuttlery of Delvin’s Lost — a kingdom where silver bought silence, and truth hid beneath tavern floors. Victor moved with the cold resolve of a man who’d climbed from dungeons with only ambition as a torch. His eyes held secrets and grudges, and they found King Tourrem across the fire.

Beside him strode Cuttlery, draped in silks scented with foreign oils, each gesture exaggerated like a playactor granted power. He spoke little but smiled often — a smile that bartered favor and betrayal with equal grace.

Victor’s stare lingered on Tourrem — the memory of Bahmeri Kai’s stone halls and iron justice burning behind his gaze. He had once worn shackles in that holy land of sun and scripture. And Bahmeri Kai, proud and pure, had nearly broken him for sins the desert could not forgive.

From the frost-bound halls of Dragon’s Light came King Steigel Lenn, flanked by his towering nephews — grim giants molded by ice and war. Their bloodline was frost-forged, their breath a song of battle, and their war-cries had once sent avalanches tumbling from peaks. King Lenn’s armor clanged like old thunder, each dent a testament to conquest. His broadsword shimmered coldly, a blade of fire frozen in time.

King Hermes of Gallen Rose followed, robed in deep blue silk and crowned with a circlet of flowering steel. At his side walked Ludwig — youthful, dashing, and too proud of both. His armor shone with polish, but his eyes held little of war. Gallen Rose, kingdom of abundance and artistry, raised minds as often as blades — a realm of learning and luxury.

A cloaked herald lifted a staff that pulsed with soft white light, casting King Hermes‘ name into the cold air like a blessing. Yet behind the reverence, murmurs stirred: Where was Boris Ironson — the Master of Arms, the lion of Gallen Rose? A sword missing from the ceremony. A shadow over the rose.

From the Lunar Kingdom came King Seder’ian, elven and elegant, hair braided with flowers and twigs of the forest. The elves were timeless watchers of the woods, speaking to wind and ward alike. His knights — Themoril and Theenerill — brought two long-curved blades and eyes sharp with prophecy.

Then the orcs. King Nagor of Silverthorne placed a troll skull at the hearth. His people, born of stone and storm, bore strength that bent trees. Behind him, his heir, Zhakra — a colossus of muscle and fire. Their battle-axe roared in silence, its weight felt by all.

The dwarves of Korgen shield and Lochnor shield followed, their arrival announced by the low grumble of wagon wheels and the musk of fresh pelts. Hardy and iron-hearted, their kind were deep-delvers, rune-singers, and smiths whose chants echoed in the underbellies of mountains. Hanamin and Binerrim brought not only offerings, but their silent feud — a rivalry old as the stone they carved. Their weapons were as they were: blunt, blessed, and unyielding.

Last came Lord Traat, goblin king of Cragnor — a hunched silhouette beneath a tattered cloak, with one gleaming tusk curving past his jaw like a dagger of bone. He walked with a crooked staff crowned in a pale-glowing orb, each step casting flickering shadows. His people, gnarled and cunning, thrived in root and rot, weaving spells from mud and memory. His short sword hung low, pulsing with strange defiance, while his sharp eyes shimmered with the weight of forbidden knowledge.

Twelve thrones stood. Eleven weapons rested upon the priests’ parchment tables. One remained missing.

A hush fell as King Seder’ian asked, “Where is the twelfth sword?”

All eyes turned to King Hermes.

He frowned. “Boris Ironson is missing. No word. No sign.”

The elven knight, Theenerill, stood still as stone, his gaze lost in the flicker of the fire. He did not look to King Hermes — not once — though the question of Boris Ironson hung heavy in the cold air. His silence was not absence, but weight. Something behind his eyes smoldered — not fear, nor doubt, but knowledge unspoken. A truth too ancient for words.

Whispers swelled like wind through dead trees. Lord Traat’s voice creaked: “My shamans speak of shadows. Of death stalking the Gallen Hearts.”

Dwarf lord Hanamin grumbled, “The winds in Milgrin Forest carry the same warning.”

Then the earth trembled.

Darkness rolled in like a tide, thick and merciless. Trees bowed low as if cowed by something older than the wind. The fire faltered, shadows stretching long and wild. And then — a roar, raw and ancient, shattered the ceremony.

Steel hissed from sheaths. Priests cried out prayers that turned to screams. Shapes tore through the clearing — shadows given form, mouths given hunger. The warriors rose, but even the might of kings faltered. Screams cracked like brittle glass and were swallowed by silence.

Steel clashed. Blood sang.

And then — nothing.

The thrones stood abandoned. The sacred weapons, once radiant with purpose, now lay shrouded in darkness, their light stolen, their oaths undone.

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

Rondo’s voice cracked as he stared into the flames.

“The Knights of the Gallen Heart... were annihilated. The Gallen Heart weapons are controlled by the cursed hand of evil— their light torn from them like leaves in a storm. Their legacy stolen.” He lifted the blade beside him. Its red gem glowed faintly in the firelight.

“But not all were lost. We still have one.”

His hand trembled as he held the sword high.

“Hope remains. And so, the tale begins.”
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C H A P T E R 1

Another Day Like Any Other


[image: ]




An autumn sun pierced through the thinning clouds and the towering pines, reaching deep into the mountains of Gallen Claw — nestled within the southern folds of the Gallen Rose Kingdom. These hardy peaks were home to the most steadfast people in Stelvose, a village cradled in forested serenity, watched over by nature’s timeless gaze.

On this day, a golden ray slipped through the canopy and found its way into a small, weather-worn cabin.

Rondo Ironson stirred. A sting of sunlight pried open his eyes, drawing a grimace as he rolled in his straw-stuffed bed, which groaned beneath his weight. Dreams, wild and wondrous, still clung to him. He loved to dream — of faraway lands and fates not yet his.

At sixteen, Rondo stood tall for his age, with the frame of a seasoned woodsman. His jaw was square, his skin sun-kissed, and his light brown eyes often stole the breath of village girls — who waited, ever patient, for his notice. He bore the dark-gray hair of his late mother, though his strong chin was his father’s through and through.

He rose with a stretch and a yawn, pacing to the bucket in the corner. The chill kissed his bare skin as he relieved himself, swaying for balance, muttering curses to the cold. His room was small — wooden walls etched with age and patched through winters — but it was home. He and his father, Boris Ironson, had lived in this cabin all Rondo’s life. Beside it stood the forge, alive with flame.

Outside, the clang of hammer on steel rang through the crisp air.

Boris Ironson, the village blacksmith, was already at work. His thick frame bent over the anvil, his apron scorched and stained by years of toil. His red hair, streaked with soot, curled against his muscled neck. Deep-set eyes, the color of a stormy sea, turned as his son stepped around the corner.

“Good morn,’ me boy,” Boris called, cracking a half-smile.

“Morn’, Papa. I hope I didn’t sleep in.”

Boris set aside a half-forged blade. “Big order today. Started early. Breakfast is on the table. Eat quick — Olgrin’s expecting you.”

Rondo grunted acknowledgment, stepping inside to devour a modest meal of porridge and cheese. Within minutes, he was back outside, strapping on his tunic and boots.

“If I finish my work for Mr. Olgrin, can I help you at the forge?” he asked, stretching.

Boris didn’t look up from the glowing steel. “We’ll see, lad. Now off with you. Olgrin doesn’t take kindly to dawdling.”

Rondo waved and shouldered his pack, descending the wooded trail that led to the village. The path, lined with pale stones and shadowed by evergreens, was familiar yet always alive — birdsong overhead, the rustle of creatures below. Dew clung to the leaves, catching the sunlight in kaleidoscopic flickers.

He danced through patches of light like a boy too old to play and too young not to.

Ahead, the dirt road gave way to the palisade wall of Gallen Village. Beyond it, nestled in a clearing, stood a cluster of timber homes, smoke curling from chimneys. Rough, proud, and peaceful — like the people within.

The gate creaked open. Rondo made for the most prominent building: Olgrin’s market, a sprawling barn of wood and stone.

He reached for the handle when the door burst open.

Darius Olgrin, broad of belly and wild of eye, nearly collided with him.

“Rondo! My boy! I need you for an errand!”

Rondo blinked. “I was just heading to feed the horses—”

“No time!” Olgrin cut in. “Something important — someone important — is coming. I’ve a cache of armor that needs your father’s hand. While he works, you’re to fetch two casks of honeydew ale from Old Narva’s. Take my wagon. Go quickly.”

Confused, Rondo nodded and moved to ready the wagon. Then he heard it — hooves. Soldiers approached. The village stirred.

“Open the gates!” Olgrin called.

Through the arch rode a soldier in saffron-dyed livery, his brass helm adorned with crimson plume. Three more followed, grim and silent, clad in ring mail.

Rondo paused. Something in their bearing felt... wrong.

Olgrin greeted the lead rider. “Yurgan. I received the king’s message. The blacksmith is north of here. I’ll take you. He trusts me.”

Yurgan’s eyes slid to Rondo, narrowing with vague interest as the boy watched from the wagon. “Who is the stable boy?”

“His son,” Olgrin muttered, his voice tight with something like caution. “Ignore him.”

But Rondo had heard. He always heard. Years of hunting in the Gallen Claw had sharpened more than just his senses.

He climbed into the wagon, reins in hand, but his mind clung to the echo of Yurgan’s voice and Olgrin’s deflection. There was something wrong. Terribly wrong. His gut twisted like a coiled rope in a storm.

Why were they looking for his father?

He passed through the village’s south gate, the guards barely sparing him a glance. The worn road stretched before him, but Rondo’s thoughts raced faster than the horse’s hooves. He couldn’t shake the cold knot forming in his chest — a fear that scraped his ribs with icy claws.

Leaving the south gate, the weight of uncertainty broke him—courage was calling.

He yanked the reins.

The wagon groaned to a halt, dust rising in its wake. Rondo jumped down, boots hitting the ground in a frantic thud. Without hesitation, he charged into the woods.

Branches whipped across his face, slashing his cheeks with bitter kisses. Brambles tugged at his tunic. His legs pumped like pistons, lungs burning. Trees blurred past as he bounded up the wooded incline, driven by something primal — the need to warn, to protect.

“Papa!” he cried, breath ripping from his throat. “Papa! They’re coming for you!”

His voice cracked with urgency, desperation. His heart thundered. His mind screamed.

Each step carried the weight of dread.

From there, fate would turn.

And Rondo’s world — once simple and small — would never be the same again.

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

Boris’s hammer fell silent as Rondo crested the rise, breathless and wild-eyed. The blacksmith turned, worry flickering through his furrowed brow. He moved toward his son with urgency.

“They’re coming. Men from the Gallen Rose — soldiers. Olgrin is leading them. They’re looking for you.”

Boris froze. For a heartbeat, time held its breath. Then, the smith turned toward the forge, jaw clenched.

“Follow me,” he ordered.

Rondo obeyed, heart pounding. Boris pulled a heavy steel plate from a rack, revealing a hollow below the forge—a dark crawlspace, half-hidden by years of soot and secrecy.

“Get in. Don’t come out, no matter what you hear,” Boris commanded. “No matter what.”

The thunder of hooves echoed through the trees.

Boris forced a smile, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “It’s time you met your true father. And whatever happens — don’t let them have it.”

Rondo slipped beneath the forge. Darkness swallowed him. The lid thumped shut overhead. Above, the fire roared. Sweat beaded on his brow. He pressed to a crack in the steel, his only window.

The clatter of hooves stopped.

Then voices — sharp, commanding. Demands cloaked in authority and veiled threat.

Boris’s voice rang out, defiant.

“Olgrin?”

“I had no choice,” came the trembled reply—his portly frame wiggled in nervousness. “They gave me no room to refuse.”

“You coward,” Boris growled. “After all I’ve done. All I kept hidden — for you. For this village.”

“You don’t understand,” Olgrin pleaded, stepping from his saddle with a wobble. “This is bigger than us, Boris. Bigger than friendship.”

Boris stepped forward, piercing sunlight casting his shadow long and grim. “Friendship is exactly what you’ve burned here today.”

Yurgan barked, “Enough of this sentiment. The sword. Where is it?”

Boris didn’t move—a defiant smirk rose on his hardened face.

A blade hissed from a sheath. Steel gleamed.

Boris moved with sudden purpose. He grabbed the top of an old barrel, thick and iron-rimmed, and strapped it to his arm like a shield. With his free hand, he seized his smithing hammer — the same tool that had shaped horseshoes and plowshares, now repurposed for war. His stance shifted, no longer that of a humble blacksmith, but of something else — something honed and dangerous. A knight reborn with a furnace burning with aggression.

Rondo, curled beneath the forge, flinched.

The world above him ignited.

Sparks rained like fireflies. The forge trembled with every clash. Rondo’s hands clutched the dirt, nails digging furrows into the earth as boots stomped and blades crashed above.

“Help me, Olgrin!” Boris roared amid the chaos. “Damn you, pick up a weapon!”

“Stop this insanity. He is a Gallen Heart Knight,” Olgrin whimpered, his voice cracking with desperation.

Rondo froze beneath the forge. The words pierced through the heat and chaos like a blade to the gut. A Gallen Heart Knight? His father?

He had heard stories of them—warriors bound not by kingdom, but by a sacred oath to justice, peace, and sacrifice. They were the stuff of bardic songs, spoken of in hushed tones by elders near the hearth—the protectors of Stelvose in its darkest hours.

And yet, never once had Boris spoken of it.

Rondo’s mind reeled. Every time his father had vanished for days, weeks — every silent return, every wound he wouldn’t explain — it all suddenly made sense. The chest... his room. 

He pressed closer to the crack in the steel, eyes wide and stinging with tears. His father had lived a second life — one of danger and duty — and had never told him.

And now that truth was bleeding into the dirt above.

Boris’s hammer thundered against a blade. A cry of pain rang out — not his. Another opponent fell.

Rondo heard his father grunt, parry, strike. Wood shattered. A body slammed into the wall.

Then came a sharp ring of steel — Boris’s hammer crashing into Yurgan’s blade, knocking it clean from his grip. The sword skittered across the dirt.

Yurgan stumbled back, eyes narrowed in fury.

Olgrin moved, slowly, uncertainly, and bent to pick up the fallen sword. He rose beside Boris — shoulder to shoulder, as if at last he would stand for something true.

Boris cast him a sidelong glance — weary, bloodied — but with the slightest flicker of hope.

That hope died a heartbeat later.

Olgrin’s hands trembled. And then he turned the sword inward.

He thrust it into Boris’s side.

The blacksmith gasped, stunned.

“Olgrin,” he rasped, barely breath remaining, “do you know what you’ve done?”

Boris dropped to his knees. The hammer slipped from his fingers.

And then he collapsed.

Then Yurgan’s voice, calm and cruel: “You were...a Gallen Heart knight.”

A beat of silence.

“Get that look off your face, Olgrin,” Yurgan commanded heartlessly. He pulled his blade from the lifeless blacksmith, adding, “It had to be done. You’re being well compensated, statesman.”

Rondo squeezed his face with his callused hands, tears forcing their way through clenched silence. Rage and sorrow mingled in his throat, and it took every fragment of his father’s warning to keep him hidden. Every fiber of him wanted to scream.

Above, Yurgan snapped, “Search the cabin.”

The sound of armored boots echoed around the forge. Barrels overturned. Shards of steel scattered across the ground.

“It’s not here!” someone shouted.

Yurgan’s tone darkened. “Where is the boy?”

Olgrin answered, voice quivering, “I sent him to Old Narva’s. He will be back before nightfall.”

But something in Yurgan’s stillness made Olgrin’s skin crawl. The weight of betrayal, once abstract, now hung in the smoke-thick air, suffocating.

The quiet roared louder than the battle.

Rondo, washing his face with his dirty hands, wept with silent rage. His breath hitched with every gasp. His heart skipped a beat, adding to the blur of tears stinging his eyes. He collapsed, legs folded to his chest beneath the crackling forge — a furnace now echoing the heat of his grief. The same fire that once gave warmth now mocked him with its indifference.

He rocked slightly, fists clutched, the sound of the battle replaying in his ears. The image of his father’s lifeless body, lying unceremoniously in the dirt, haunted his every blink. Minutes passed. Or hours. Rondo could no longer tell the difference.

The forge, the village, the world — all had changed in an instant.

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

Rondo fell to his knees beside Boris, tears carving through soot on his cheeks. He whispered apologies, prayers, curses. He wrapped his father in cloth, placed the hammer upon his chest, and buried him beneath the old pine tree with arms sore and soul scorched.

By dusk, vengeance had settled into the corners of his heart.

Rondo sat in the dim cabin, silence coiled around him like a second skin. A haunting creak squeaked, startling, yet curious. 

His gaze drifted, and his eyes flicked on his father’s door. Between the hinge and the door—a weathered frame exposing Boris’s wooden chest—the forbidden one, the one that had haunted his boyhood curiosity.

He rose slowly, each step dragging the weight of memory. His father’s voice echoed in his mind: “Boy, what lies in the chest is not for the eyes of a child. Dare not your fingers caress the lock, for you will have destroyed my trust.”

His hand hovered over the latch. He hesitated. Was this betrayal? A violation of his father’s final wish? But something more profound than guilt pulled him forward — a hunger to understand, to find some part of Boris that had not yet been stolen away.

With a breath drawn sharp, he pressed the cold iron hasp. It clicked.

The lid creaked open like a whisper from the past.

Inside, leather armor lay folded in solemn stillness. It smelled of earth and time. His fingers traced the worn chest plate until they found the heart-shaped stitching, long faded, the emblem gone. It was as though the armor mourned.

Beneath it, a thick leather belt dangled a sheath — empty.

His breath caught.

The sword was gone.

He searched — beneath the bed, behind crates, overturning every scrap of shadow—still nothing.

The blade had vanished, and its absence struck him harder than any blow.

Then, something in the corner of the chest caught his eye: a scroll, wrapped in cobwebs and sealed in time.

He retrieved it with reverent hands and brushed the silk of years away. The parchment trembled in his grip. The script was elegant, elven — the letters curling like branches in moonlight. He stepped into a shaft of silver cast through the shuttered window and began to read:

Boris,

I am sending this with great urgency. The Gathering is in jeopardy. Darkness has fallen within the ranks of the Gallen Heart. No one is to be trusted. Meet me in the third month of the year at the Tree of Serion in the Lunar Forest. Seder’ian knows not of this message. Keep your wits about you. May Etherine bless thee.

Theenerill

Fedarthe broets es nothrda.

From a brother of righteousness.

The scroll nearly slipped from his hands.

Theenerill.

His father had spoken that name — once, maybe twice — always in whispers, always with reverence. A warrior-priest of the elves. A legend cloaked in silence. And now Rondo held his words.

He staggered back from the chest, eyes wide. The stories — the tales shared by elders at night, dismissed as old magic and older lies — were true. His father had not merely lived among them. He had been one of them.

The Gallen Heart.

And now the blade was gone. Thoughts of vengeance stewed, tearing at his heart. What better way to honor his father than to wield a sword of the Gallen Heart Guild — the weapon his bloodline was bound to?

“Bah! I’m no knight,” he muttered bitterly.

He upturned his chin toward the rafters, eyes swimming with grief. “Father! I need you. Please... don’t leave me like this.”

And now the blade was gone.

Rondo’s fists are clenched. Perhaps the missing sword was a sign—a punishment. Or maybe... it was still out there.

Waiting.

He took a deep breath and stepped outside, the forest cloaking him in silence. The stars blinked to life overhead as he moved toward the trees with a singular purpose — to say goodbye.

He passed through brambles and moonlit trunks, weaving between pine and birch until he reached it: the Stella tree. A tall pine etched with his mother’s name — the only grave she’d been given after the accident. He had been only five when she died, too young to understand the weight of loss, but old enough to remember the lull of her voice and the warmth of her embrace.

Rondo knelt before the tree, tracing the carved letters with shaking fingers. “Mother,” he whispered, “I buried him today... and I don’t know what to do.”

His shoulders shook. Tears fell freely now, mixing with the dirt beneath his knees. The ache of loneliness pressed on every rib, a hollow weight that filled the spaces his parents once held.

Then, a soft light stirred.

Rondo blinked, lifting his head. A faint green glow shimmered from the carving in the bark — a small orb of light, pulsing gently, like a heartbeat.

It hovered, then drifted downward, descending toward the forest floor at the base of the Stella tree.

His breath caught. He crawled forward, hands brushing aside leaves and soil, following the light. The orb sank into the earth — and the ground warmed beneath his palms.

Rondo dug, fingers moving with reverent urgency until they struck something solid. He brushed away the remaining dirt and uncovered it: a sword.

The steel shimmered in the moonlight. The hilt bore a heart-shaped gem, and the blade pulsed faintly, as if awakening.

He grasped it with both hands and lifted it high.

The weight felt familiar. Right.

His heart pounded not with fear but with exhilaration.

Beneath the Stella tree, vengeance took form. Expressing a scowled gaze at the sword, he whispered, “Olgrin.”

Rondo pressed his forehead to the bark, whispering, “I love you, Mama. I will make it right.”
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C H A P T E R 2

Nothing More, Nothing Less
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The sound of singing echoed through the temple — slow, sacred, and solemn. Cloaked priests chanted in harmony, their voices rising through the rafters like incense, reverent and pure. Outside, the sun burst through scattered clouds, bathing the island in golden light. Here, tropical warmth was a constant — but within the walls of the Temple of Etherine, a cooler stillness reigned.

At the rear of the marble hall stood a towering statue of Etherine, the god of righteousness. The deity’s stony gaze cast down the central aisle, watching over the long stretch of pews and priests with austere judgment. In the god’s chest, a green, oval-shaped gem glowed faintly, casting an ethereal hue across the white stone floor.

The priests stood tall in their fine robes, perfumed and proud, reciting their sacred verses with practiced poise. All save one.

Near the temple’s grand entrance, a young elven man scrubbed the massive steel reliefs mounted to the walls — polished metal plates adorned with heroic depictions of Etherine’s most storied battles. He moved with care, hands steady despite the task’s endless repetition. He paused often, admiring the artistry, eyes lingering on his favorite — the Descon Dragon’s fall, where the god’s clerics delivered the final blow.

The young elf was smaller than his kin, a slender figure of five and a half feet — all bone and narrow frame. Where the other priests bore the bearing of sages and warriors, he seemed hardly more than a caretaker.

His name was Vilmare.

He had been brought to the island as an infant, a child of unknown origin, left to grow under temple roof and rule. The others called him priest, but it was a courtesy, not conviction. His tunic was plain and stained, his hair tousled and black, his pointed ears often coated with the dust of his labors.

To the priests, he was a shadow in the corridors — a boy who mopped rather than ministered, who fetched scrolls instead of sacred truths.

“Vilmare,” came a voice sharp as a chisel. “Keep to your duties. Not your daydreams.”

The young elf snapped to attention. “Yes, Master,” he replied, voice light, almost melodic.

Master Leneria approached — tall, robed in silk, hair silver and straight. His deep blue eyes carried judgment, never curiosity. He looked upon Vilmare as one might a dull instrument: tolerable only because it occasionally proved useful.

“Master Leneria,” Vilmare asked hesitantly, “I’ve finished my chores. May I be excused?”

“You may,” the priest answered, not looking at him. “Return before nightfall. The evening rite won’t prepare itself.”

Vilmare brightened. “Should I bring my ceremonial cloak?”

That made Leneria pause. He turned slowly, lips pursed in a disdainful smirk. “You still cling to that notion?”

Vilmare stood frozen.

“You are not of heralding quality, Vilmare,” Leneria said, gesturing toward the statue of Etherine. “The god has given you your worth. Nothing more, nothing less. Worship with your labor, not your voice.”

His gaze lingered a beat longer, then dismissed the boy with a flick of his hand. “Off with you.”

Vilmare bowed his head and turned, the sting of the moment sinking in — but deep within his chest, something ancient and still unknown stirred.

Unseen by all but one.

From the upper balcony, hidden in the shadows, High Scribe Ceriac watched the exchange. His eyes, rimmed in age and ink, followed the small elf as he slipped through the temple doors.

He had watched Vilmare for years.

And though none saw it, Ceriac did — the shimmer behind the eyes, the faint light in his touch. Something unspoken pulsed within the boy.

Something the world had forgotten.

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

Vilmare left the temple with slumped shoulders, his sandals dragging as he made his way through the dense, fragrant forest toward the beach. He found a sun-bleached piece of driftwood nestled in the sand and collapsed onto it, letting the breeze play through his dark hair. His chin rested in his grimy hands as he stared into the endless blue, grief tightening in his throat.

The infamous Etherine Island was lush with verdant woods and crowned by jagged cliffs that rose from the northern crest and fell sharply to the southern coast. The eastern side held the sacred grounds — the temple, the village, and the carefully tended paths walked by generations of priests.

It was the only home Vilmare had ever known.

Brought to the island as an infant, he was told he had come from the elven kingdom of Luna’aer — chosen for temple life before he could speak. It was a practice not uncommon among the elven people: a sacrificial offering to a god of light and law. He had no memories of his parents. No whispered lullabies, no familial warmth. Only stone walls, the scent of parchment and incense, and the endless duties assigned by men who barely saw him.

On the surface, he accepted it. But in his secret heart, Vilmare often wondered what love felt like. What life was like beyond the temple paths.

The ocean breeze soothed him. For a time, he simply breathed. Then, with sudden frustration, he lifted his gaze to the cloudy sky.

“Why me, Etherine?” he whispered. “Why make me so useless?”

Only the crash of waves answered him.

Then — a cry from above. A gull wheeled overhead, drawing his attention to the horizon.

A mast.

His eyes widened. Sails snapped in the wind — clean and brilliant—a ship.

He leapt to his feet. “SHIP!”

His sorrow vanished in a heartbeat. He sprinted through the forest, calling out as he reached the temple. Master Leneria was already standing at the steps, arms crossed.

“Master! There’s a ship in the bay!” Vilmare shouted, breathless.

Leneria turned, calm as ever. He nodded to the priests within. “Prepare the ceremonial hall,” he ordered. Then, to Vilmare: “Go. Ready the inn.”

Without hesitation, Vilmare bolted down the dirt path that cut through the trees. He darted through the village, weaving past elder priests and initiates alike.

The inn stood at the village’s edge — the only building made from timber rather than stone. Though the priests once argued it sullied the sanctity of their sacred aesthetic, they had agreed it softened diplomacy.

Inside, Vilmare set to work with practiced grace, collecting wood plates, bowls, and tankards for the incoming guests. Behind the bar, Ceriac leaned with an amused expression.

“Come, my sweet boy,” he said warmly, “help an old elf with the barrel of ginger wine.”

Vilmare moved into the kitchen, where barrels were stacked near the fireless pit. His slight frame belied his strength — forged through years of unseen labor. He hugged the barrel tight and rolled it forward, grunting with each heave. Ceriac watched, astonished.

“Look at you,” he said. “You’re an important soul, Vilmare. Let no one tell you differently. Etherine has great deeds in store for you. Mark my words.”

Still panting, Vilmare beamed. “Thank you, Master.”

“Now go wash. Visitors don’t want to be served by a soiled elven boy.”

They laughed together. For a moment, it felt like family.

Vilmare ran off toward his quarters, joy bubbling in his chest.

Down at the pier, white-robed clerics watched as the ship neared. Sailors jumped into two small boats and began rowing through the surf. One cleric squinted at the painted sigil on the sail and called out:

“They are from the Gallen Realm.”

⋆༺𓆩⸸𓆪༻⋆

Erect and posing, a sailor with a rapier sword on his left hip stood at the front of the boat, peering toward the collection of priests. He had a straggly beard and long, stringy hair black as a raven’s wing.

The intimidating sailor raised his right hand and shouted, “Hail! We come to trade.”

Master Leneria stepped to the end of the pier, flanked by priests moving in silent formation. “We welcome you to our island to pay homage to Etherine, the protector of this sanctuary.”

Still holding his hand high, the sailor called back, “Indeed, my elven friend, Etherine shall receive both homage and coin.”

A ripple of laughter spilled from the rowers behind him. Their mirth earned them a harsh glare from their captain.

“Still your tongues,” he growled, “or I will take them from you. Now row.”

As the boats drifted closer, priests tossed down mooring lines to the sailors. Vilmare followed Leneria to the end of the pier, wide-eyed and curious, lingering just behind the high priest.

“Welcome,” Leneria said calmly. “What have you brought to trade?”

A brash sailor called out, “Pelts and wine — the good kind — in the second boat!”

The lead sailor cast a scowl so sharp it nearly sliced the words from the air.

With a dramatic bow and a smirk, the captain addressed them. “Captain Gross, of the mighty ship Maribel. These ruffians are my crew.”

Laughter again. Even Vilmare cracked a half-smile.

Master Leneria inclined his head. “Come, eat and rest. We’ll barter on a full stomach.”

Barrels and crates were lifted from the boats as the sailors disembarked — leathery-skinned men with rough hands and rougher manners. Compared to the ethereal priests of Etherine, they seemed like creatures from a different realm altogether. Vilmare couldn’t look away.

He trailed behind Leneria and the group as they made their way to the village inn. Cloaked in his green hood, he observed everything — how the men carried themselves, the odd items at their belts, the small tattoos on their fingers. These were the kinds of men who had seen the world — the real world.

He longed to hear a story. Just one.

Later that evening, as the sun gave way to moonlight, Vilmare eased a bucket into the well beside the inn. Laughter and shouting spilled through the wooden walls, the unmistakable sounds of wine flowing and tongues loosening.

Inside, the sailors had grown loud with celebration. Vilmare grinned, remembering how poorly humans handled elven wine.

He slipped through the kitchen door, balancing the bucket on his hip.

“Set it down, boy,” Ceriac called, stirring something in a blackened pot.

Drawn by the ruckus, Vilmare crept toward the hallway, the door whining on rusted hinges. He winced at every creak but couldn’t resist. Through the crack, he saw tankards raised high and voices overlapping in merry chaos. Captain Gross and Master Leneria sat apart from the crowd, engaged in low conversation at a quiet table.

Suddenly, Leneria looked toward the kitchen. Vilmare’s heart skipped. He ducked back.

Too late.

The high priest’s voice rang sharp: “Vilmare. Come here.”

Several sailors glanced over their shoulders, giving Vilmare a cautious glare. He returned a quick nod to be polite. However, his nostrils flared when the rancid smell of the sailors met his keen sense of smell. Vilmare told himself to be polite and not overreact to the putrid smell of body odor, unwashed clothing, and fish. His nostrils remained flared in disgust.

He stepped forward, trying not to shrink under the weight of his mistake.

“Yes, Master,” he said.

“Fetch my spectacles from the temple. Be quick.”

Vilmare nodded and rushed for the door, his cloak fluttering as he slipped into the night.”

Gloomy and dark, the temple seemed abandoned upon his arrival. Vilmare opened the grand doors, wincing as their eerie creak echoed through the marble hall. The green glow from Etherine’s gem washed over his features, casting long shadows as he passed pew after pew toward the wooden tables lined with parchment and ceremonial chalices.

A strange presence prickled at the back of his neck. He froze. The room was empty — but something watched. He turned slowly, the metal spectacles clutched tightly in his hands. His gaze lifted toward the statue’s heart.

The gem pulsed.

Low and rhythmic, a magical tremor throbbed outward from the green jewel, vibrating through the air. Vilmare had never seen it move, never known it to shine so bright.

Then —

Oooshh! A beam of emerald light burst from the statue, encircling him in a glowing pillar. Vilmare gasped, paralyzed. His limbs wouldn’t move. Terror clutched his chest as a searing pain surged from his spine to his skull.

He screamed.

The sound echoed through the empty temple.

The beam brightened until the world was blinding — then vanished.

Vilmare collapsed to his knees, panting, shaking. He wrapped his arms around himself as dizziness swept through his body like a tide pulling him under. Something inside him felt torn open, drained. He blinked, eyes struggling to focus.

A flash of vision struck his mind — a ship at sea, sails snapping in the wind. He could feel the salt air. He could smell it.

Then darkness.

The temple stood silent again.

Dazed, Vilmare stared up at the statue, the green light now dim and still. He slowly rose, wobbling toward the spectacles, his hands trembling. He gripped them tighter than he meant to, bending the delicate frame.

“Don’t say anything,” he mumbled. “Nothing happened. Nothing happened... What just happened?”

He rubbed his head, eyes still wide with confusion. “I’m in trouble... no, don’t say anything.”

He pushed open the door to the inn and stepped inside. Every eye in the hall turned to him — or so it felt. His skin prickled with dread. They know, he thought. They know.

He forced himself toward the table where Master Leneria and Captain Gross sat.

“Your spectacles, Master,” he said, voice shaking.

Leneria tilted his head, studying Vilmare’s face. “What is wrong with you, boy?”

Vilmare blinked quickly, searching for control. “Nothing, Master Leneria.”

The priest’s gaze narrowed — but before he could press, Captain Gross set a curious blade on the table.

The dagger gleamed. Ancient symbols adorned its steel. A faint whisper stirred in the back of Vilmare’s mind the moment his eyes locked on the script...”

Captain Gross showed Master Leneria the dagger, explaining with a greedy grin, “We found it in Delvin’s Lost, and I know it is elven. But what does it mean?” He added, “I’m willing to part with it if you’re interested.”

Master Leneria lowered his chin and perched the spectacles on his nose. The unique lenses — with smaller glass circles and tiny levers — intrigued even the grizzled captain. Leneria studied the markings with furrowed brows.

Suddenly, a flash erupted from the dagger’s pommel. A green gem emerged, glowing fiercely. In a blink, the blade launched from Gross’s hand and buried itself in the far wall — just beneath the elven wine barrel.

Silence crashed over the inn.

The sailors sat frozen. The green light faded. The dagger stilled.

“Interesting,” Master Leneria murmured.

With cautious steps, he approached the blade. Chairs scraped against the floor as Gross followed. All watched.

Leneria raised a hand to stop the captain. “Wait a moment, good captain.”

He whispered an incantation: “Moerth, De-amerth, conta, se-lios.”

A glow pulsed from his hand. He touched the blade — the glow vanished.

“This is not an evil tool,” Leneria said. “Yes... it is not evil.”

Gross reached for the dagger and worked it loose from the wood.

“Let me have a closer inspection, Captain.”

The priest examined the symbols. “Hmmm, ancient elven bilge. I lack fluency. But I am interested in bartering.”

Then — a voice.

A quiet, steady voice from behind.

“It says, ‘I am the traveler, I am the maker of peace, I am the delivery of righteousness.”

Leneria and Gross turned toward Vilmare.

“How do you know this, son... Answer, boy.”

Vilmare stood still, eyes glazed, voice monotone. “I do not know, Master. I can see it. My mind tells me what it says.”

He blinked — the strange stillness gone. The timid boy returned.

Nervous murmurs stirred among the sailors.

Rooted at the kitchen door, Ceriac narrowed his eyes—measuring Vilmare with intrigue. He whispered, “You are a special boy...our paths do not end here.”

Gross glared. “Who is this kid?”

Leneria hesitated, caught off guard. “He is a temple caretaker. Nothing more... and nothing less.”

Then, with a tighter tone, “Go to your quarters, Vilmare. We shall speak later.”

––––––––
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Lying in his bed, Vilmare couldn’t sleep a wink. His mind roamed on possibilities. He pressed his head on his feathered pillow, staring out his squeaking shuttered window. He focused his gaze on the stars and moon, with the ocean breeze running through his hair.

A sudden knock at the door startled Vilmare, which broke his gaze. He paused in contemplation, then uttered in a worrisome voice, “Come in.“

“It is I, Master Leneria.” The high priest crept to a stool and sat beside the bed. “Vilmare, I have prayed on what occurred. You must leave the island and take the dagger to Mount Argol. Deliver it to the priests of the Gallen Hearts.” Master Leneria pulled the dagger from his robe pocket and presented it to Vilmare, hilt first.

“But, Master—” And before Vilmare could get his words out, Master Leneria interrupted him, saying, “This is the wish of Etherine, son. You leave tomorrow with Captain Gross. He promises to take you to Luna’aer with an agreement to protect you on the journey.”

Master Leneria brushed back Vilmare’s matted hair in a comforting glide, placing his hand on Vilmare’s forehead. The elder priest began chanting a prayer — when a dark vision flashed before his eyes, surrounded by an ominous mist of dread.

Startled, the high priest drew his hand back in fear. A terrified expression rose on Master Leneria’s face as he frantically mumbled, “Forgive me, my lord, forgive me... Aahh.”

Without explanation, he leapt from the stool with the agility of a man half his age. “My son,” the high priest said, breathing hard, “You must leave tomorrow. May Etherine be with you.”

Master Leneria fled the room, closing the door behind him with trembling hands. Outside, he leaned against the wood, shaken, the dark vision still shuttering in his thoughts. He walked away, the weight of prophecy pressing upon his shoulders.
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