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            "Between number and silence,between the spiral and the fracture,lies a thinness where all maps fail.What you seek is not hidden — it is misaligned.What you unlock is not a door — it is yourself."

— Papyrus IV : The Quantum Convergence —

      

    


In the desolate techno-magical realm of Pangea, where rune-machines whisper truths older than gods and leyline currents thread through the bones of the land, a solitary figure begins his descent into mystery: Zephyr, the blind rune-caster turned investigator of the blood cagvaroth.

All white—not by winter’s breath,

But by thrones that whispered death.

No sword could strike, no spell could mend,

When kings bowed down to a bitter end.

A rune-caster blind, yet cursed to see,

Each flaw in fate’s geometry.

He bore the weight no heart should keep—

Where science failed, and guilt runs deep.

A man once lived, then chose to fall—

And rose again, with nothing at all.

ot undead. Not divine.

Just a will... no longer mine.

Behind every crown, a monster kneels.

Behind every oath, a traitor steals.

And when the pyres of Varatia scream —

The shadow king stands two steps beyond their dream.

THE BLOOD INVERSE

Book 2 of 8  Zephyr’s Vision  
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VARATIA — that jewel meant to gleam like a tropical gem at the heart of Solvanna Verdant — lies suffocated beneath an eternal white shroud, frostbound. An aberration glaring enough to shame the sun, a tragedy so relentless that even the land itself bears witness in mute despair. The warm, lush breath that once cradled all life here has been betrayed — not by disaster natural and blind, but by the patient poison of endless intrigue and an unquenchable lust for power. The struggle of the landholding castes — guardians turned butchers of fertile soil — twisted this promised paradise into a frozen purgatory, where every inch of soil stands as an unwilling witness to corruption and ambition passed down like a hereditary curse. The air that once carried the perfume of blooms now only bears the bite of blades of ice that cut the soul raw.

And today is its cruel zenith — the day every last hope freezes solid, the line between life and death lost beneath drifting shards of crystal breath.

The temperature has plunged to minus thirty Celsius, sealing every remaining droplet in the air, forging a swarm of airborne needles — a million frozen stingers drifting between a dying sun and a devoured earth.

Every roof beam, every spire crown, every ancient monument’s carved sigil now wears a cruel coat of ice — thick, jagged, a forest of spears frozen mid-bite like the fangs of some gluttonous primordial beast, poised to devour the final trickle of warmth this world can bleed.

And towering against this hush of teeth and wind — the Aesthra Dam — not merely a feat of mortal engineering but an altar long abandoned by its gods. Its weathered stones sprawl with hairline fractures that run like the veins of a wounded planet, and from each fissure pulses a faint, sickly gleam — as though the dam’s bones breathe, as though the world’s buried heart still whispers beneath all that stone.

The storm does not blow here — it roars. Wind thrashes from every direction with claws of solid force, its howl no mere air but the wounded scream of a beast cornered in its own burrow, flinging frozen grit like a thousand invisible daggers.

The fog crowning the summit does not fade but tears apart violently above — unfurling a black spiral sky, a gaping wound cut through the fabric of what should be real, baring the raw dark behind. And through that torn mouth, the snow pours — shards of pain more than water — yet before each crystal dares touch the frozen bones of the earth, it freezes midair, caught by unseen hands, a suspended drift of glimmering ghosts: a halo of hunting owls spun from glass and nightmare, keeping silent watch over the battlefield that must come.

Amid this vortex of element and will stand four shapes, stone-firm upon the dam’s slick crown — no accidental meeting, but a collision written somewhere deeper than stone or storm. The air between them does not merely chill — it trembles, thick enough to cleave with a blade of thought. Each breath drawn here is a duel against a weight unseen. Every heartbeat thunders like an omen before the sky’s real scream.

And high above, an eagle circles — transparent, cobalt-veined, as if spun from the sky itself yet coiled in crackling filaments of conjured lightning. Nidha’ar.

(As any who traced Zephyr’s path through the Dark Legion, Rise of the Abyss, know: Zephyr—Rune-Marked, curse-bound by Algrith’s blood sigil—now stands here, face to face with Mardhyn the Whisperer).

Zephyr — the Rune Master — holds his place at the eye of this living storm, the grace of a killer sheathed beneath a calm so unnatural it seems carved from another age. His eyes, cloud-white and burning within, see no flesh — only the runic architecture that binds the tangible to the possible.

Mannaz, alive on his nape, channels the eagle’s spiral thought. Above, Nidha’ar turns once, then feeds him sight without seeing — a pulse of super-photon threading alpha, beta, gamma in one living braid.

Behind Zephyr’s closed lids, there are no numbers — only color scratching along his synapses like sparks on dry bone.

He does not see — but each pore, each hair, each nerve end is an eye. He tastes the drift in air temperature, feels fractures in the dam’s underbelly crack like old knuckles, hears the vibrato of stones keening beneath their feet — a world that whispers its code only to him.

His brainwave was already in sync.

A 40 Hz Gamma pulse spread out, splitting through the pons at the brain’s base, piercing the thalamus, then chaining the hippocampus — like a coil of wire-light holding dying thought at bay. The Mannaz rune pulsed at the base of his neck, pumping a spiral of bioelectric charge up and down from the spinal plexus to the prefrontal lobe. Nidha’ar circled high above, a transparent hawk slicing cracks through reality’s veil.

Quantum coupling settled into the synaptic cleft. They’re now spun on the same axis — their feed dripping down the brainstem, cutting through every roar.

Red first.

620–710 nm. Heat, blunt and alive. Fractures yawning in the Aesthra’s bone. Temperature: -30°C and dropping. Mardhyn floats above it all, aura bleeding at 19.47 Hz — infrasonic dread. Zephyr’s jaw hums, bracing. Red means stone — columns, cracks, vectors.

Green next.

505 nm. Liquid motion. Mardhyn’s fingertips sketch air, spinning a storm’s throat wide for Vorthas. Air magic snaps between snow pillars, thunder snakes in living veins. Vorthas roars back — triple spike: 3.7, 8.2, 12.6 kHz. Fire, wind, frost — all spiral.

Blue last.

470–490 nm. Raw pulse. Mana surge at 3,800 mSv/h. Schumann resonance, earth’s heart, spikes from 7.83 Hz to cataclysm. Spiral Rift opens its throat — Mardhyn’s lightning claws reality’s edge.

And Zephyr? He hears color.

Zephyr drew in a breath. One more pulse. Gamma wave flared in his cortex. Nidha’ar spun the feed — RGB impulses shuffled, stacked into vector layers. Zephyr’s spine seemed to ring — the circuit of Mannaz and Raidho stretched through his marrow.

Through Nidha’ar’s feed, Mardhyn was no longer just a shadow. He was a node. Zephyr saw beyond eyes — the nodes on Mardhyn’s cloak flaring spike runes: 40.5 kHz ultrasonic. 

Thurisaz on his fingers. The Spiral Rift answered — its feed dripped into Zephyr’s nerves.

His handsome, ashen face steels. Black-silver armor hums, alive with glints of runelight as he drags power in — right palm cupped around the symbol etched deep in bone:

ᚦ — Thurisaz.

Rune Mannaz cracks, Thurisaz splits open. Nidha’ar’s feed carves color into muscle. Zephyr sees the Rift split like bark under a blade.

He lifts his right palm — cold, raw, traced in runelight.

At his side stood Yveld—an Arkanistra by blood, one of the last remaining of a lineage long erased, exiled by the history penned by victors.

Yveld, stood with a quiet, commanding presence—an Arkanistra from another age, draped in ceremonial robes woven with runes that shimmered faintly with ethereal light. His hair, thick and silvered with time, was neatly swept back, framing a face that bore both wisdom and weariness.

His beard, well-trimmed and dignified, traced the strong lines of a jaw carved by a lifetime of restraint. Beneath a furrowed brow, his eyes—icy blue, glowing as though lit from within—pierced not just through illusions, but through the veils of reality itself. His eyes weren’t merely blue; they burned—a searing, unyielding azure flame that pulsed with ancient might. His right hand trembled—not out of fear, but from the barely restrained raw arcana coursing through it, a storm waiting to be unleashed.

There was no warmth in them, only clarity—like starlight reflecting off frozen glass.

Every motion he made, even the smallest shift of his hand atop the engraved staff, was filled with intent and ancient gravity. The threads of his robe moved in rhythm with unseen forces, subtly guided by the runes etched across his sleeves and hem.

He was a relic of a forgotten order, but nothing about him felt old—only eternal. The world might have buried his kind in dust and silence, but Yveld carried the silence, and made it speak.

Opposing these two Guardians of legacy stood twin forces of darkness and chaos that had slithered into the world like poison through veins.

First, Mardhyn the Whisperer—a figure whose movements were too smooth, too unreal, as if a shadow had learned will, had grown bones and breath. Mardhyn strode through ash and shadow like a revenant born of conquest. His face was a battlefield of its own—etched with deep scars that cut across his brow and cheek like runes written in blood. A mane of silver hair, thick and wild, was pulled back into a warrior’s knot, revealing a face forged in flame and fury.

His eyes—cold steel, rimmed with a permanent glare—held no reflection of the world around him, only judgment.

A deep, brutal frown etched across his features, as though his very expression had grown tired of mercy. His beard was rugged, the kind that grew alongside years of violence and oath-breaking, and above his right eye, a long gash marked a wound that had never healed, and never needed to.

The blackened gold armor he wore did not shine—it devoured light.

Adorned with snarling demonic faces and scorched insignia, the plates clung to him like a curse. Every motion was accompanied by the low creak of metal laced with enchantments long banned.

He was not just a soldier.

He was a verdict in motion.

With a flick of his hand, Mardhyn folds the wind — reshapes the cold into a bolt that carves the Rift’s spine. No roar. No chant. Just that fatal whisper that out-hisses the storm.

Every whisper from his pale lips wasn’t merely sound; it was law—a command that bent air and twisted reality around him.

Beside Mardhyn, towered Vorthas. the Wrathborne Elemental—who did not control the elements, but was their fury incarnate. His face bore the geometry of discipline—angular jawline, deep-set eyes constantly narrowed with calculated suspicion, and skin weathered like worn iron. The short, cropped hair and severe beard gave him a sense of militant authority, but it was the scar slicing down from his brow to cheek that spoke of battles survived and warnings unspoken. His armor wasn’t ornate—practical, dark, and marked with old blood—but he wore it with the ease of someone who had never taken it off, as if it had become part of him. Nothing about Vorthas invited kindness. Everything about him demanded silence, respect, and distance.

His body shimmered, pulsing like molten metal at the edge of its breaking point, radiating impossible heat despite the howling froststorm that raged around them. His blazing crimson eyes gleamed with an unrelenting fury, a vendetta that had simmered for three decades like the embers of hell itself.

And at the center of this converging cataclysm stood Zephyr, cloaked in a storm of ice and magic that orbited him like a crown of unseen forces. His plain robes did not flutter aimlessly with the tempest’s tantrum—they moved to a deeper rhythm, something older, as if swaying in harmony with the heartbeat of the world itself, attuned to the primal frequency of creation.

He did not see the world with eyes. Every pore, every sinew of his body read the terrain—the shift of temperature by a single degree, the micro-fractures of magic splintering in the stone beneath his feet, the subtle vibration humming through the aether like the pluck of some cosmic string. The world spoke to him not in words, but in a thousand unspoken signals—a living, breathing battle map whispered only to him.

Before him, Mardhyn lifted a single hand in a gesture both elegant and terrifying, as though conducting an orchestra of unraveling order in the heavens. His long, pale fingers moved slowly, deliberately, tracing runes in the chilled air—sigils that only forces older than time itself might comprehend.

The sky obeyed.

Stormclouds above did not churn randomly—they spiraled, coiled, reconfiguring with surgical intent. From the thick, whirling fog, thunder did not crash—it split the sky with purpose, no longer bound to gravity, but aimed, guided, like arrows loosed by an unseen, perfect archer.

With a flick of those terrible fingers, Mardhyn transformed the freezing wind into a cyclone of lightning—electric serpents hissing in the air, writhing in graceful death-dances.

No chant echoed.

No dramatic cry broke the silence atop the dam.

Only a whisper—quieter than silence, yet powerful enough to fracture the lattice of reality itself.

He was the true Whisperer, and his dominion lay in that mortal stillness—in the unspoken.

The air atop Aesthra shrieked — the first cyclone ripped free from Mardhyn’s fingertips, cleaving fog apart like a divine blade descending at an unnatural angle. The lightning did not strike straight — it kinked midair, as if aware that the fracture below awaited a deeper break.

Zephyr had no eyes — only pulse.

Red turned to heat, heat to fracture.

Green turned to motion, motion to needle.

Blue turned to wound, wound to gate.

‘My blank retina did not burn — Nidha’ar’s feed caught it first. Gamma sync in my cortex crushed the lightning’s bite, choking beta waves at my brainstem’.

Zephyr thrust his left palm forward — into empty air — but the Rift’s crack answered him: a thin split, spiraling like boiling water made solid.

Their manna flow hissed — Nidha’ar show not on a screen but in his brainstem:

Base Reality: 528 Hz. Pure harmony. But the layer above: corrupted — 19.47 Hz. Spike distortion. The tremor shredded the Schumann layer coiled down his spinal cord.

Mardhyn: 40.5 kHz — his whisper a sonic edge grazing every nerve end.

Vorthas: trilayer — 3.7, 8.2, 12.6 kHz. Tri-element resonance. Fire to air. Air to ice. Ice frozen back to stone.

Aesthra’s core: 7.83 Hz. The heartbeat of the earth — or so it should be. But tonight, that pulse rages at 3,891 mSv/h — radioactive mana, enough to turn my brain to ash if I keep this channel open too long.

Inside my skull — click click click — inaudible but hammering.

The brain’s Geiger-count beats faster:

Background: 0.02.

Corruption zone: 847.3 — critical.

Mardhyn: 1,247.8 — lethal.

Vorthas: 2,156.4 — meltdown.

Core: 3,891 — catastrophic.

Spiral Rift above: 7,429 — breach point.

Light flared: 9,200 lumens. 

Zephyr locked his neck, Mannaz rune thrumming cold against his nape.

Vorthas stood like a walking volcano, ever on the edge of eruption. His sinewed frame exuded such scalding intensity that the air itself shimmered, warping and weeping frost that evaporated before it could settle. His breath emerged in gusts of raw magic, shifting hue—fiery crimson, icy blue, then blinding white—as the tempest within him seethed.

Flames exploded suddenly from his forearms—not mere fire, but furious miniature dragons clawing to break free. They spun into cutting wind, screaming through the air like sirens, before transforming again into a cyclone of frost—blades of crystalline death carving arcs in the storm.

Three elements, one form—fire to raze, wind to rend, ice to silence—locked in a violent harmony that mirrored the chaos of Vorthas himself.

Zephyr carved from the marble of calm itself, the still eye within a storm of annihilation.

His pearl-white eyes did not look at the foes before him. They gazed beyond—to futures yet unwritten, to infinite branching threads of fate, to the collision that would soon rewrite the world’s rhythm.

Then—

The first windstrike came like a battering ram of hurricane force, sharpened to a singular spear meant to level forests.

Lightning followed, guided by Mardhyn’s spectral hand—blinding, wrathful, cracking the dam’s surface beside Zephyr in a thunderclap that shattered silence.

And Zephyr moved.

No shout. No drawn breath. No visible preparation.

He simply extended his left palm into the trembling void.

“Sowilo... Solmor Aerion.”

His voice, delicate but anchored in ancient authority, rang through the dam’s heights like a temple bell struck in a cavern of crystalline echo.

The runic invocation had mass.

It had shape.

Golden radiance burst from Zephyr—not as a blinding flash, but as a sweeping pulse of refined force, so dense it fractured air itself for a heartbeat before space sealed again behind it.

With his right hand, he drew Frost Fang—his faithful rune blade—its hilt folding into his grip like the hand of a trusted lover. Its edge, cold and unyielding, glimmered under the golden light pulsing from him.

Runes etched along the blade—Sowilo, Algiz—blazed like rivers of molten gold frozen in sacred motion. That glow echoed across his skin, his robes, his very heartbeat—each thrum a synchrony with the ancient laws of the universe, cloaking him in a living armor of radiant fire and calm resolve.

"Runes do not lie," Zephyr hissed, his voice like shards of frost breaking in frigid air.

"They are the fundamental truths etched into the spine of reality. But you..."

His eyes flared, white voids glowing brighter as he turned his blind gaze upon the twin threats.

"You have taught the world to forget them. You’ve buried truth beneath whispers and chaos."

Mardhyn laughed—a sound neither joyous nor warm, but a chilling, splintering crack like ice breaking on a silent midnight lake. So powerful was the magic in that laughter it made the very air atop the dam shudder, and crows flying far beyond mortal sight dropped dead from the sky, souls ripped free by that evil resonance.

“You think runes will save this dying world, boy?” Mardhyn mocked, his voice a whisper sharper than frostbite. 

“You think you can grasp the Frozen with mortal hands? With ancient symbols you venerate?” His once-empty eyes narrowed with hate crystallized over countless years, perhaps centuries. “Boy, the Frozen is pure knowledge. Silence is true power. And I etched those truths into the air—wove their essence into the world’s weave—long before you learned to stand upright.”

As he spoke, the air around him froze not merely from cold, but into complex, deadly three-dimensional geometric patterns—beautiful, lethal ice crystals spinning so rapidly they blurred, poised to be hurled with magical force strong enough to split the hardest steel.

At Zephyr’s side, Yveld stepped forward, now level with the Rune Master. His eyes burned blue as an eternal fire, unfed by fuel, unwavering. His step made the frozen earth quake—not from his weight, but from ancient power radiating from every cell, ready to erupt like a volcano.

“You betrayed the Sage Tower from within,” Yveld’s voice trembled, not from fear but controlled fury, hot and dangerous as the flame he commanded. “You planted Cryonexus, that frozen core, within the very roots of what should have been unshakable. You rotted us from the inside.” He raised his left hand, summoning a sphere of pulsing blue fire casting an eerie underlight across his face. “You froze the world, not by mere temperature, but by sowing betrayal and lies.”

Vorthas spoke no words—but a low rumble vibrated from his chest, like a suppressed eruption. The heat around him flared, forcing back the floating ice. His eyes burned brighter. Words were needless; his very existence was a living threat, a promise of devastation beyond Mardhyn’s subtle manipulations. Three decades of rage, ready to be unleashed.

And so, the moment before cataclysm fell—a breath drawn across eternity itself—the dam-top battlefield stood poised between ruin and resistance.

Vorthas pulled the ancient elemental staff from the ground, an artifact forged of pitch-black obsidian that reflected the dim light like a mirror. Its surface was laced with silver veins that glimmered like frozen lightning. The tip of the staff did not merely glow—it blazed with tri-colored magical fire that danced and writhed: crimson as burning embers of hell for fire, pure white and rippling like a storm contained for air, and an intense cold blue like the core of a glacier for ice.

He raised the staff, swinging it slowly through the air with a movement weighted and deliberate, as if painting their fates upon the sky. Each measured sweep left behind shimmering trails of light—multicolored lines of energy twisting and pulsing, resembling aurora ribbons summoning a cosmic tempest.

His eyes, gleaming with the same elemental light as the staff’s tip, locked onto Zephyr and his companions. When he spoke, his voice was deep and coarse, as though carved from stone and tempered in magma—a voice that echoed not only through the air but also in bone, like tremors from the earth’s core.

“I only wish to return to my place. My right. The power that was stolen from me,” he said, his tone cold and heavy with terrible conviction. He tightened his grip on the staff. “I do not care who must be reduced to dust beneath my feet. I do not care who becomes the sacrifice.”

As if Varatia itself heard that cruel proclamation, the ground beneath them began to quake. This was no ordinary tremor, but a deep, pulsing beat that rose from far within the earth’s belly—like the heartbeat of a giant, pounding with fury withheld for millennia. The vibrations grew stronger, cracking the surrounding cliffs and sending pebbles tumbling down. Fissures split across the stone surface, spreading like the fangs of a ravenous spider’s web. From those gaping rifts, scalding steam billowed forth, heavy with the sharp, suffocating stench of sulfur—a stench that reeked of the abyss itself.

In the heart of the chaos forming—one breath before the inevitable clash—time seemed to stretch into a taut eternity. Zephyr acted. With the gleaming tip of his sword, he carved the ancient symbol of Kaer’Thul, the Earth Rune, into the trembling ground. The scrape of metal against stone rang out in a sharp, piercing shriek that echoed like a funeral dirge heralding the start of a great tragedy.

And Varatia, the living world, answered that call with a roar so immense that the sky above them trembled, as if the very eardrum of heaven had been struck by a giant’s hammer.

Then, with a crack like a monstrous slap that split the air, the sky shattered. Not a mere fracture, but a colossal breaking, like the shell of a cosmic egg smashed from within by unimaginable force, revealing a chasm of swirling chaos and energy beyond.

Without hesitation, Vorthas slammed his elemental staff into the ground with a force that rattled the world’s foundations. The impact blasted shards of rock into the air, turning them into searing projectiles hurtling toward Zephyr like a volley of meteors fired from a cannon. Each fragment glowed a blazing red, trailing thick smoke that stung the air with the acrid scent of scorched metal. The searing heat from the blast rippled and distorted the air, warping vision as though seen through boiling water.

Meanwhile, Mardhyn, calm amidst the erupting chaos, raised his arm in a slow, controlled motion—like a conductor leading a deadly symphony. He did not chant loudly; instead, he conjured a thick, chilling white mist that flowed like an intelligent, living thing. The mist swiftly shaped the surrounding air into deadly forms—thin, razor-sharp ice blades that shimmered under the dim light. These blades danced in the air with graceful menace, like cobra snakes poised to strike. Each spinning shard sliced through the wind with a shrill, piercing whistle, cutting with lethal precision, hunting their targets.

Then, Yveld shouted. It was no ordinary cry, but an explosion of power forged into sound—a primal summons that shook the earth beneath every footstep in answer.

“Valra Ser’Torin—! Pure Light!”

From his outstretched palm surged a beam of pure, condensed brilliance—not merely a flash, but raw energy itself made solid and burning. The light’s heat was so fierce that the air ignited and shimmered along its path, leaving a blazing, smoking trail like a horizontal lightning bolt scarring the battlefield. The burning lance struck Vorthas square in the chest with devastating impact, making his elemental staff shudder and bleed away its magic. The once-glimmering obsidian dulled and cracked, like dying embers starved of oxygen.

But Vorthas, a being forged from the world’s elemental essence itself, did not fall. Though Yveld’s attack was powerful, it failed to bring him down. Instead, the elemental stomped, sending the existing fissures racing deeper and wider across the battlefield like a monstrous spider’s web. No longer did he channel energy through his fading staff; he called directly upon Varatia’s heart, the earth’s essence itself. In answer, pillars of molten rock surged from the cracks—swirling, blazing cyclones of magma radiating intense heat that set the air spiraling in hypnotic patterns.

Zephyr wasted not a breath amid Vorthas’s chaos. He leapt into the air with almost unnatural grace, his body moving as if freed from gravity’s chains. While airborne, he swiftly traced the Ignis Rune: Vyr’Nokk with the tip of his sword, leaving burning red trails that formed an ancient, intricate symbol that flashed in the sky.

Then, from his lips came an incantation—sharp and commanding, brimming with power:

“Vyr’Nokk, thol varum desh’ar!”

Layered, structured explosions of fire erupted around Mardhyn—not a single chaotic blast, but waves upon waves of flame spiraling in controlled patterns. Each wave bore its own hue and unique intensity: dark, blood-red at the outermost edge, blinding gold at the center, and searing blue-white at the heart. The fire smashed through and shredded Mardhyn’s white magic mist, as though slicing delicate silk with burning steel. The air itself shivered from the ferocity of the heat, so intense that Mardhyn’s drifting ice crystals instantly melted and vaporized, leaving only pulsing waves of scorching air.

The once-majestic mountain peak had become a frozen hell. Flames writhed, licking the heavens with orange-red tongues, only to meet creeping frost and swirling snow that froze them in place. Amid this clashing destruction stood Mardhyn, his white beard whipping in the cold wind of his own making. He released a piercing, unnatural laugh—sharp enough to cut through the raging inferno’s roar. A laugh like a death knell for any caught between these titanic forces.

“You cannot burn the air, Zephyr! The air... the air is mine!” he declared, his voice echoing through the shattered valley. With a gesture as fluid as it was forceful, Mardhyn seemed to crush the sky itself, wrapping the air around him and Zephyr into a spiraling blizzard of biting cold. Needle-sharp ice crystals mixed with marrow-chilling wind, swirling at terrifying speed.

“This entire mountain is mine—claimed by the eternal frost I command!” His words thundered like a king’s decree, proclaimed from a throne of ice.

Yet this battle was far from a one-sided victory. Slowly, as the thick smoke of Zephyr’s raging fire began to thin, a clearer picture emerged. Mardhyn’s dark robes, though still billowing grandly, now showed severe damage. In places, the heavy fabric was scorched, its edges blackened and brittle. His long white hair, once flowing beautifully, had crystallized into fragile strands that glittered like diamonds in the shifting light—a result of the extreme temperature shifts from the storm of fire and ice he had both conjured and resisted.

On the other side, Zephyr moved at a speed nearly beyond sight. His sword, Frost Fang—a pure metal blade forged with ancient runes—flashed through the air. Each swing sliced the space around him with lethal precision, and the blade itself glowed with a softly pulsing yet powerful rune-light—gold or silver, symbols of speed and mastery. Every slash left behind a glowing trail that lingered for seconds in the roiling air, like the optical illusion of motion faster than thought.

But Mardhyn seemed almost amused by the effort. He didn’t raise a shield or block. Instead, he waved his hand casually, and his body slipped away instantly. A controlled whirlwind formed beneath his feet, lifting him lightly and propelling him to the side, upward, or backward. He appeared to ride the wind itself, becoming one with the element. Each thrust of Zephyr’s blade cut only through empty air, striking nothing but the place Mardhyn had just abandoned—leaving Zephyr with only fading traces of rune-light as a taunt.

Frustration began to claw at Zephyr’s mind, but he refused to surrender to despair. He was a tactician, not merely a fighter. He began seeking a new stratagem—a way to trap or immobilize this elusive foe. Focusing every ounce of will, he gathered energy around him, activating the Algiz rune etched onto his gauntlets or wrists. Instantly, the legendary Aegis shield unfolded around him—not as a solid barrier, but like transparent, pulsing wings radiating soft light, shielding him from every direction. Needle-thin shards of ice and savage gusts from Mardhyn’s conjured blizzard struck the shield. Each impact sparked bursts of dazzling but deadly light, like miniature fireworks in the heart of chaos.

As Zephyr tried to turn this defensive moment into a swift counterattack, Mardhyn met his slash not with ice or wind—but with a sudden, ear-splitting crackle of lightning. A streak of brilliant blue energy shot from Mardhyn’s fingertips, streaking straight at Zephyr. Zephyr’s instincts screamed danger, forcing him to abandon his attack and pour all his energy into the Aegis, absorbing or deflecting the deadly electric surge.

“This damned cat-and-mouse game!” Zephyr hissed to himself, cold sweat dampening his temple—partly from the heat of the flames, partly from sheer mental strain. “I have to carve out dead space around him, stop his unpredictable movements. And the lightning... I must freeze the lightning. Lock down its energy!” A daring, perhaps insane idea flashed through his mind.

His hand darted to the leather pouch at his belt, where he kept his essential runes. Trained fingers sifted quickly among the cold stones until they found what he sought. Another rune stone, simple yet powerful, he clasped it tightly: Isa. The Rune of Freezing. The cold of the stone seeped into his palm, a promise of frost that could counter Mardhyn’s own ice storm—and perhaps, miraculously, snuff out the lightning threatening his life. Zephyr’s gaze shifted—from frustration to blazing resolve. This fight was far from over.

Amid the thunderous chaos of clashing spells and the ring of steel, a tall, elegant figure suddenly stepped onto the battlefield, drawing all eyes in an instant: Yveld. As a senior Arkanistra—respected and feared—his very aura radiated ancient wisdom and quiet, terrible power. His stride was steady as he moved to intercept his foe: Vorthas, who seemed caught in a destructive surge.

In his grasp, Yveld held a layered staff—an artifact likely older than civilization itself. The Sahra Staff was not only his signature weapon but also a symbol of authority. Forged from unknown nocturnal metal, its surface was a deep midnight blue, like the heart of a moonless sky, absorbing light and exuding mystery. Along its shaft, intricate and elegant silver engravings coiled into cosmic patterns and ancient symbols understood only by those of the highest arcane mastery. Every inch of the staff hummed with power, radiating a swirl of blue and green magic—a contained miniature storm hinting at unimaginable force.

Yet the pinnacle was its most striking feature: at the top sat a transparent crystal orb known as the Cosmic Eye. This was no mere ornament; within it swirled a churning miniature galaxy or nebula. At its center glowed a burning orange core, sending out a faint, rhythmic light that made the surrounding cosmic cloud seem alive. To behold it was to glimpse Yveld holding the power of creation and destruction—a star cradled lightly in his palm. The orb was secured by curved claw-like prongs of the same nocturnal metal, adorned with luminous blue gems that seemed to capture starlight itself.

The power of the Sahra runes was inscribed along the staff’s main shaft. Five runes glowed, each with a distinct color—blood red, ocean blue, forest green, golden yellow, and mysterious purple—each pulsing with a life of its own. Each rune granted Yveld mastery over a specific, profound domain of magic, and only Yveld, through years of devotion and deep understanding of the flow of energy, had the skill to awaken and command them.

With a graceful yet commanding gesture, he unleashed their power. The Cosmic Eye at the apex pulsed bright, drawing in cosmic energy and channeling it through the runes, now shining brighter than ever. In the air between Yveld and Vorthas, geometric magical shapes materialized one by one at astonishing speed—perfect circles, sharp triangles, intricate hexagons—all spinning and unfolding into a precise formation. Pure light streamed from their lines, forming a prison of radiance that dimmed everything around it, effectively trapping Vorthas. Each geometric figure throbbed with power so intense that the air itself vibrated, as if the very space between them was water struck by an unseen hammer.

Vorthas, trapped within the dizzying web of energy, screamed in blind fury. His roar was so powerful that the small stones around him rattled and bounced from the ground. "False Arkanistra!" he spat, a curse that cut deeper into Yveld than any spell could.

In desperation and rage, he slammed his staff—once dulled but now flickering alive again with the promise of vengeance—against Yveld’s binding spell with all his might. Yet the seal of light Yveld had woven was far stronger than he had guessed. Instead of shattering it, his attack rebounded, amplified by the cosmic essence of the Sahra Staff, and struck Vorthas himself with doubled force. He was hurled backward several meters, like an arrow released from a bow, rolling across the hard ground with a groan of pain. Wherever his body touched the earth, it left scorched, faintly smoking marks—a testament to the deadly power of the reflected magic.

Yveld, breathing heavily, spat onto the ground. The fluid wasn’t ordinary saliva, but a deep, dark blue, a sign that the spell he had unleashed had drained his life force itself. Yet his gaze remained sharp, locked on the struggling Vorthas. With a voice low and edged with bitter triumph, he answered, "False, you call me? At least I remember more than what you threw away for your own folly, Vorthas." His words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken history and regret, before the roar of battle around them reclaimed all attention.

Zephyr drew a deep breath, the air around him vibrating as energy gathered. His pale eyes, usually calm, now seemed turned inward, as if seeing something in another dimension. His lips moved in a soft murmur, barely audible, yet carrying the weight of ancient knowledge older than kingdoms. "Isa." The word was not mere sound; it was pure woven magic, a vibration that resonated with the core of Zephyr’s being. At once, Isa’s effect manifested: a shield of pure light, softly glowing yet unyielding, enveloped Zephyr. Not a physical barrier, but a delicate distortion of reality itself, deflecting malice, ice, and the roar of the storm with a quiet, nearly imperceptible hum. It was not resistance, but graceful evasion.

Mardhyn, watching the shield emerge, laughed. His laughter was cold, sharp, and scornful, like shards of ice clashing together. "Isa?" he sneered, voice dripping contempt. He gestured to the swirling blizzard around Zephyr. "You cling to ancient wards like a drowning man clutching straw? Pathetic! That light... it will only guide my ice faster to shred you! You’re not protecting yourself, fool, you’re helping me grind you into dust!"

Ignoring what to him looked like Zephyr’s futile defense, Mardhyn began a motion wrapped in terrible sanctity. He knelt very, very slowly, as if each joint and muscle movement was part of a sacred ritual memorized—not merely in thought, but etched into every cell of his being—over countless years. His gaze locked on the heart of the dam—the Glacium Orbis crystal. It stood like a frozen sentinel, towering taller than ancient trees, its surface alive with dancing light like a caged aurora in cosmic ice. The cold radiating from it was so profound it pierced armor and bone alike.

With hands moving in precise, reverent grace, as if touching something fragile enough to destroy the world, he laid both palms upon the crystal’s icy face. A current of energy—cold as barbed ice yet sharp as a blade—flowed from crystal into him and back, completing a circuit thousands of years old. His voice, bolstered by sheer will, boomed like thunder: "Frozen core! Reveal who once bound you!"

The command didn’t merely echo through air; it resonated deep within the crystal itself, a dreadful vibration that shook the dam, the stones, and the earth. The Glacium Orbis blazed with such intense, pure blue light it felt blinding to the soul. Then, with breathtaking speed, ice didn’t merely form—it erupted skyward, weaving itself into spires that stabbed the heavens. These structures defied all possibility; no physical law could explain how they stood, yet they remained upright, anchored by ancient magic that forgot gravity and logic alike.

At the peak of the towering ice spire, a voice emerged. Not a human voice, nor any living creature ever known or sung of in legend. It was an ancient echo from beings who shaped time, entities whose existence was interwoven with the very fabric of being itself—a sound like the howl of cosmic storms, the pounding heartbeat of a colossal sleeper beneath the earth, and the whisper of a thousand tortured voices at once. This voice was not heard by ears; it was felt directly in the core of the soul, shaking sanity to its very foundations.

Zephyr staggered back a step, clutching his chest with both hands as if trying to contain something that threatened to explode from within. His pale eyes widened, showing an expression almost never—if ever—seen on his calm, resolute face: pure, unmasked, biting fear. "Damn," he rasped, voice raw. "He’s calling the Entity."

Yveld didn’t wait. His hand trembled as he seized Zephyr’s arm, yanking him backward with quick, desperate force. "We must sever that link! Now!" he shouted, voice quivering from tension and horror.

Driven by lethal urgency and the knowledge of immeasurable danger, Zephyr traced the Rune of Paralysis—Syl'Varn—with blinding speed, just a flicker of color in the air. A complex, ancient purple symbol materialized before him, spinning so fast it strained the eye, radiating strange pulses of energy. Around Mardhyn, time itself seemed to thicken. His raised hand, just lifting from the crystal, slowed to an agonizing crawl, like a scene played back in slow motion. His breath misted visibly in the air, rippling as though moving through dense water.

Yet the corner of Mardhyn’s mouth curled into a grin... and that grin did not stop, nor slow even slightly. It spread, mocking and utterly triumphant, as if Zephyr’s temporal field were nothing but a bad joke. "Syl'Varn?" His voice, though deepened and stretched by temporal distortion, rang clear with commanding power. "How can you slow time... when it is I who have broken time itself?"

As he spoke, a single crack appeared in the air just above the Glacium Orbis. The crack looked exactly like shattered glass—clear and sharp—but what fractured was not any material; it was reality itself, the dimensional fabric that underpinned the world. The edges of the crack shimmered with a colorless brilliance—not white, not black, but an absence of color so pure and wrong it burned the eyes to witness, a light whose very existence felt like an open wound in reality.

And behind the crack... something stared. A colossal eye, burning red, pulsing slowly like the heartbeat of a monstrous cosmic being. Its iris shifted in hypnotic patterns, surveying the world below with a cold intelligence far beyond human reach. This eye did not merely see—it judged, analyzed, deciding fates with the weight of existence spanning billions of years. Magic itself was no longer passive; it watched. And when the Glacium Orbis activated, the ground beneath them ceased to be just a battlefield—it became a tribunal for an ancient past not yet rotten, a stage where ancient sins would be judged by an entity that existed before time itself was conceived, before the notion of light or darkness was ever born.

Suddenly, the sky exploded—but not with sound, rather with a flood of dazzling golden light. Strangely, it didn’t blind the eye, but felt purifying. It fell upon the earth like a rain of truth, seeping through skin, into the soul, burning away all that was foul and corrupt within. Lightning shattered into tiny, harmless fragments of dancing light in the air, stripped of their might. The raging winds vanished as if sucked into another dimension by the light’s presence. This light harmed no flesh—but its effect was profound, making every living being feel naked, utterly exposed, and judged by an unseen yet omnipresent gaze.

Even Mardhyn seemed momentarily taken aback by the manifestation of that light. His eyes narrowed, pupils shrinking to pinpoints within the flood of gold. The sneer on his face faded slightly, replaced by a flash of annoyance. He glared at Zephyr. "Blind boy..." he muttered, his voice echoing faintly, heavy with challenge. "You... you want to play with light against me?"

Zephyr exhaled—a breath that sounded like wind whispering from distant places, sighing through the frozen, silent halls of crystal caverns. It wasn’t just air, but a current of subtle energy, carrying threads of soft blue light that shimmered faintly. The air around him didn’t merely hiss; it vibrated with a beautiful harmony, like cosmic harp strings gently plucked, just as runes began to form before his chest. They weren’t mere symbols appearing out of nothing, but strands of pure, condensed light drawn into razor-sharp, flawless lines, as though carved with a laser from gemstones. They floated steadily among the sparkling particles of air, like ancient calligraphy penned by the hand of an unseen god. Each curve and angle of the rune radiated an aura of primordial power—a language of the universe made manifest.

"Kaer’Thul."

His voice was not mere speech; it was pure vibration unleashed into the world. It didn’t just echo in the ear but deep in the bone, making the skeleton of every living creature nearby tremble slightly, resonating with ancient, buried power. The earth beneath his feet quivered, no longer passive.

Indeed, the earth answered the call. Not just with a rumble, but with a deep, grinding roar rising from the planet’s core—a sound like an ancient giant being forcibly roused from millennia of slumber beneath the crust, stretching its body of stone and mineral. The tremor built swiftly, and then, with explosive, overwhelming power, rocks from the depths pierced the surface. They didn’t just rise—they erupted upward like projectiles fired by the cannons of nature itself, forming dozens of rough yet deadly spears aimed directly at Vorthas. Though crude, each stone spear spun with insane acceleration as it flew, its once-dull surface now glowing red-hot from the friction tearing at the air. Their passing shrieked with a death whistle sharp enough to stab the eardrum.

Vorthas, shaped of fire and wind, reacted in a flash. He tried to block the onslaught, swinging his staff in a rapid, circular motion. From that swing, a whirling shield of roaring flame and howling wind took shape, straining to deflect or destroy the incoming stone projectiles. The shield hissed and burst with small detonations as several smaller spears struck and shattered. But one spear—the largest, cloaked in the darkest aura and racing with terrifying speed—pierced the spinning flame-wind defense as if it weren’t there. It slammed into Vorthas’s side with a sound both horrifying and raw, like hot iron punching through ancient, gnarled wood—a crack and hiss that clawed at the senses. The blood that spilled from the wound wasn’t fresh human red, but a shimmering golden hue, flowing like molten gold—a living testament that elemental bodies were built of energy and minerals utterly alien to mortal flesh.

He fell, crashing to the ground under his own wounded weight. The ground beneath him cracked and groaned, splintering under the strain. His elemental form still glowed with internal heat, and wherever the golden blood dripped or his searing body touched, the earth crystallized rapidly, forming strange yet beautiful mineral growths—like living hot ice.

"Your fight is with me, Zephyr!" Mardhyn barked, his voice exploding with burning rage and boiling frustration at seeing his ally fall so swiftly.

He flicked his dark cloak in a sweeping, deliberate motion. Instantly, the air around him thickened—turning viscous as syrup, heavy and suffocating. From a thin mist that seemed to appear from nowhere, thousands—no, tens of thousands—of ice needles began to form, crystallizing from moisture instantly frozen and compressed. Each needle wasn’t a mere shard, but as thick as an adult’s finger and as long as an arm, their tips razor-sharp and gleaming like massive syringes ready to pierce. They didn’t fly randomly; they streaked toward Zephyr in a tight, deadly formation, their hiss sounding like a flock of a thousand predatory birds diving in perfect attack alignment.

Yet Zephyr’s body was already sheathed—not in steel, but in light. A calm, unwavering blue-green glow pulsed gently around him, like the northern lights dancing in a winter sky. This was the Eihwaz shield—the highest rune of defense, symbol of unbreakable spiritual strength. He stood still amid the blizzard of ice needles, as though a statue sculpted from pure endurance. Every needle, no matter how swift or sharp, shattered against the light, cracking into fine dust or larger shards before ever touching his skin. The ruined ice fragments fell around his feet like diamond snow, forming a circle of beautiful yet deadly crystals on the ground.

One step. Slow, deliberate, heavy with purpose. Two steps. The earth trembled again under Zephyr’s feet, more noticeably this time.

Zephyr did not run, did not rush. He walked toward Mardhyn with calm, steady steps, driven by unshakable resolve. Each step wasn’t just physical movement; it was a measured release of energy, sending faint shockwaves through the ground—vibrations that crawled up the spine of anyone who felt them.

Mardhyn, so sure of himself before, stepped back. Then another step back. In eyes once burning with rage, for the first time, a flicker of doubt appeared—a pinpoint of fear and uncertainty. "You... you can’t reach me," he stammered, voice taut, struggling to sound confident. "Not even your magic is fast enough to—"

Zephyr gave no answer. Mardhyn’s words seemed not to reach him—or perhaps they simply didn’t matter. His focus was absolute, locked onto his foe. Gently, almost lovingly, he pressed two fingers to his temple, but within that soft gesture lay an unexpected force. In the air, just inches before his forehead, a symbol began to float. It wasn’t a rune of light; it was pure black, standing stark against the glow around it, surrounded by a swirling, pulsing violet haze like poisonous smoke. Its pattern was so intricate and unnatural it created an optical illusion, making the eyes struggle to focus—as if staring into an endless abyss of chaos.

"Draem’Fyr."

The utterance of this third rune’s name was far softer than the first—its echo did not thunder through the physical world, but rippled through the mental one. Yet its impact was far more devastating. An invisible wave of energy—a pure assault on mind and soul—swept over Mardhyn like a cold, monstrous psychic tsunami. Instantly, Mardhyn’s reaction was violent; his body stiffened and buckled as if struck by an unseen hammer. His eyes flew open wide, pupils dilating until they almost swallowed the dark of his irises. He choked out a strangled sound, his hands lifting instinctively to claw at his own throat, as if trying to scrape away something lurking within. His face turned pale as the long-dead, cold sweat pouring from his temples, soaking his hair.

Before him, the air did not merely change color or shape, but became memory itself—memories suddenly more real, more solid, and more horrifying than the reality surrounding him. The twisted bodies of old comrades he had sacrificed without regret for ambition and power now rose before him, their eyes empty yet accusing, staring directly into his soul. The agonized screams of pupils he had butchered in cold blood to fuel the Glacium Orbis—sixty years ago—echoed, shrill and unbearable, through the corridors of his mind. Blood—not real, but so wet and sticky it felt alive—poured across the illusory ground, pooling into dark red-black stains. Small hands appeared, filthy, clawing at the empty soil, pleading for help with heart-rending sobs—their voices long buried, yet never truly gone.

This illusion was no mere mirage; it was more vivid than life itself. Every detail cut deep: the chill of death, the tacky warmth of blood, the suffocating weight of terror. Every scent stabbed the senses: the metallic tang of blood, the rotting stench of betrayal, the sweat of raw fear. Every sound was sharp: dying whimpers, horrified shrieks, hopeless weeping. It was psychic magic that destroyed from within, delving deep into the subconscious, forcing him to face the piled-up terror and regret he had buried beneath decades of cruelty and arrogance.

Mardhyn staggered back, still clawing wildly, screaming like a beast flayed alive—his voice raw, broken, and laced with indescribable agony.

"Get out... get out of my mind! Leave me!"

But Zephyr had waited precisely for this moment. Waited until his enemy’s mental walls crumbled, until the illusion’s grip became ironclad.

The seventh step. The step already measured—the final movement of a long, intricate pattern.

The seventh step. Not merely physical motion, but a crucial marker, the close of a long chapter. It was the climax, the pinnacle of a meticulously crafted sequence—every prior step, every whispered incantation, every gesture converging on this single instant. It was the last step of a predetermined design: final, unrepeatable. Zephyr felt it—the weight of actions completed pressing on his shoulders, energy pooling at the ends of his fingers curled tight around empty air.

Unlike the two previous runes, which had required words of command or direct summoning of power, this third rune appeared by right of fulfilled ritual and gathered force. Words were no longer needed; the ritual itself had become the “utterance.” It felt as though the gravity in the room shifted for a heartbeat, the air hissing softly before it emerged.

And then it was there. Not merely forming, but exploding into existence in the empty space before Zephyr. The third rune blazed with unimaginable brilliance—a light so pure and fierce it forced the eyes to narrow. Its radiance outshone the first two runes, not merely glowing, but devouring space itself with raw power.

"Gebo."

Not the Gebo that meant gift or generosity in common rune lore. Beneath the copper lantern light, this rune meant Fair Exchange—a brutal exchange, balanced by the steep price demanded. The rune did not strike with brute force; instead, it plunged deep into the swirling illusion of Draem’Fyr still clutching Mardhyn’s mind. The effect was horrifying.

The third rune manifested with a brilliance that made the air itself shiver. No longer the cool blue-green glow of protection, nor the dark, violet-edged shimmer of psychic illusion. This time, the rune burned in aged copper tones, radiating heat like cooling embers still burning at the core. Its shape was intricate, like the tangled roots of ancient trees coiled upon themselves, and Zephyr’s voice spoke its name with finality—like a hammer falling on an anvil. From the sky, the rune crashed down, enclosing Mardhyn in walls of blazing symbols. The surrounding air did not merely vibrate; it moaned and writhed, warping visibly as though seen through shimmering waves of heat, twisted by raw, colossal force. The vibration wasn’t just in the air; it throbbed in the bones, hummed deep in the throat, its bass note dark yet inescapable.

Mardhyn’s screams changed. They were no longer screams of pure terror, but shrieks of very real, physical pain. The illusions created by Draem’Fyr—the corpses of Mardhyn’s victims, the flowing blood—began to harden, not in the outer world, but inside Mardhyn himself. The Gebo rune siphoned Mardhyn’s life force and exchanged it for the reality of his nightmares. The tiny clawing hands from his vision now scraped at his organs. The death cries of murdered pupils shredded his eardrums from within. The metallic stench of blood scorched his lungs.

* * *
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Vorthas coughed, dark blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. He was hurled back several meters, leaving a scorched trail across the hard, rocky ground. Fury burned in his eyes as he struggled to rise—not just from pain, but from the humiliation of being struck down by magic he scorned. The geometric light prison crafted by Yveld, though shattered, had done its work: breaking his spell’s flow and reflecting it back with devastating force.

“False Arkanistra!” he shouted again, his voice hoarse, echoing across the distant chaos of battle—or perhaps that was only blood roaring in his ears. Their duel stood apart from the main conflict, as if the battlefield itself held its breath, watching the clash of two ancient titans.

Yveld, though bluish blood ran from his nose and stained his lips, stood tall. The Sahra Staff in his hand pulsed gently, its surrounding blue and green aura swirling with subtle turbulence. “I am false,” he repeated, voice calm yet heavy with meaning, “but I’ve forgotten less than what you’ve thrown away.” He wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his left hand, leaving a dark stain that contrasted sharply with skin gone pale from magical strain.

Vorthas sneered, a grin twisted by pure hatred. “You speak of ‘forgetting’? You’re the one shackled by ancient dogma! The one too frightened to step beyond the petty boundaries taught by those senile elders! True power lies beyond your precious ‘understanding’ and ‘order’!”

He began to gather energy once more. His staff, rough and fashioned from what seemed like dark fossilized bone, started to glow with a blackish-purple light. The energy around him grew unstable, the air itself trembling disturbingly, as if reality near Vorthas warped and stretched. This was not the precise geometric magic of Yveld, but raw, destructive force—magic that defied natural law.

“That’s not power, Vorthas,” Yveld countered, “that’s self-destruction. The path you chose eats away at your soul, blinding you to greater truth!”

Two runes on Yveld’s Sahra Staff shone brighter: the blue rune at the top, and the green rune beneath it. The staff’s aura deepened, weaving into a sturdier shield of light around him. Vorthas unleashed his attack—a pulsating wave of violet energy that slammed into the ground before Yveld, blasting it into shards and dust that rose in a miniature mushroom cloud.

Yet Yveld’s shield did not shatter. The green rune pulsed powerfully, emerald energy within the shield absorbing and diverting most of the violet wave. The remaining force struck, creating ripples that pushed Yveld back a single step—but he held firm.

At the same moment, the blue rune on the Sahra Staff flared sharply. Yveld swung his staff in an intricate, rapid motion. The air around Vorthas suddenly warped—not a visual distortion, but a real spatial twist. Rocks launched by his own attack curved back, some striking Vorthas with brutal speed, others spinning away into blinking points of blue light. His footing faltered, as if gravity itself had turned treacherous.

“Petty manipulation!” Vorthas growled, backing off under the redirected barrage. “All you can do is twist what already exists! I create!”

He slammed his staff into the earth. Blackish-purple lines of energy raced across the ground, cracking it open. From those fissures rose jagged shadows, dense with throbbing energy, their shapes rough as claws or thorns, and they surged toward Yveld at shocking speed. This was cruder magic still—chaos magic bound to shadowy entities.

Yveld did not flinch. The blue and green runes kept pulsing on his staff. He began to spin the Sahra Staff before him. Its blue and green aura whirled faster, merging into a dynamic protective circle. When the purple shadows struck, they could not penetrate. The circle analyzed the shadow energy, breaking it apart with the green rune’s grasp of energy structure and the blue rune’s disruption of spatial cohesion. The shadows cracked, shrank, then shattered into dark particles that vanished.

“You don’t create,” Yveld corrected calmly, though his breath came ragged, “you tear reality and drag in things meant to remain hidden. That’s not creation—it’s the destruction of the veil. You forsake every boundary for a fleeting surge of power.”

“Boundaries are illusions for the timid!” Vorthas roared back, frustration creeping into his face. “You’re too cautious, Yveld! That’s why your power stagnates—while I... I keep growing!” He raised his left hand, and in his palm appeared a small sphere of dense purple energy radiating strange heat—not the heat of flame, but something too heavy, too alien for this world. “I could destroy you here and now if I wanted!”

“You can try,” Yveld answered. Atop the Sahra Staff, the Cosmic Eye began to spin slowly, following the staff’s motion. The nebula within it stirred, the orange core flaring brighter, casting a muted light that made the Eye seem alive. The staff’s blue and green aura channeled into the crystal orb. Energy condensed, focused—becoming something far stronger than mere aura.

Vorthas hurled the energy sphere, thrusting it forward. It swelled as it flew, leaving trails of distortion in its wake. This was his strongest attack yet, charged with destabilizing force that could tear through Yveld’s magic—and perhaps Vorthas himself.

Yveld raised the Sahra Staff, aiming directly at the incoming purple sphere. The Cosmic Eye now shone with searing brightness, an intense blend of blue and green flooding the crystal. The nebula within churned wildly, the fiery core swelling until it filled nearly the whole orb. He spoke no incantation. Activating the Cosmic Eye required no words—only comprehension, intention, and channeling the runes’ energy.

From the Cosmic Eye, a beam of pure, pale blue light shot forth—steady and unwavering. Unlike a destructive blast, this beam had an odd quality, as if it simultaneously pulled and compressed.

The beam struck Vorthas’s purple sphere midway between them. There was no massive explosion. Instead, the sphere reacted strangely: its violet glow flickered in panic, its structure wavered. The destabilizing energy inside began to drain away, sucked into Yveld’s pale beam like water swirling into a vortex.

Vorthas’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected this. His strongest attack—meant to rend anything apart—was being neutralized? Absorbed? He tried desperately to pull the energy back, but too late. The Cosmic Eye’s pull was irresistible. The purple sphere shrank rapidly, its power consumed entirely by Yveld’s steady beam.

The pale blue-white beam did not stop. After absorbing Vorthas’s energy, it pressed onward, now denser, striking Vorthas frozen in shock.

The light wrapped around him—not with raw destruction, but with a force that paralyzed and drained. Vorthas screamed—not a roar of rage, but a cry of pain as his life force, his magic, bled from his body. His blackish-purple aura was ripped away, flowing back into Yveld’s beam, dissolving into the pure light of the Cosmic Eye.

Mardhyn’s body swayed within the swirling energy field. He clutched his chest, back arching unnaturally. His rich robes were torn in places as if shredded by invisible claws. Sweat mixed with blood—red human blood—began to seep from his pores, proof that Zephyr’s magic did not merely strike his spirit but shredded Mardhyn’s elemental essence, forcing him back into a frailer form.

“Y-you... monster...” Mardhyn’s voice was hoarse, like gravel grinding in his throat. “What... what have you done?”

Zephyr kept walking. The eighth step. The ninth. The distance between them narrowed. His face was calm, his eyes as deep as midnight lakes, reflecting the rune light before him. There was no anger, only cold resolve.

“You traded innocent lives for power,” Zephyr answered, his voice low yet piercing. “You traded trust for betrayal. You traded your soul for fleeting satisfaction. This... is a fair exchange. The price you must pay.”

Each of Zephyr’s words pressed heavier on Mardhyn’s shoulders, reinforcing the effect of Gebo. The illusion tightening around Mardhyn glowed brighter, more real, more agonizing.

Elsewhere on the battlefield, Vorthas groaned. The Kaer’Thul stone spear still impaled his abdomen, but the golden light within his body began to pulse. He was an elemental, a being forged from the essence of nature itself. Physical wounds could heal, though slowly. What troubled him more was the stone spear’s chill, draining heat from his core. He tried to pull the spear free, his molten rock-formed hands trembling.

Seeing Mardhyn dying and Zephyr unstoppable, Vorthas made his choice. With a pained growl, he snapped the spear inside himself, unleashing a burst of golden blood. His body’s heat surged, vaporizing that blood into shimmering golden mist. Using the last of his energy, he forced himself to stand, legs quaking. His focus shifted from Zephyr to Mardhyn.

“Mardhyn! Fall back!” Vorthas roared, his voice rumbling like a volcanic eruption. “You can’t fight him like this! He’s no ordinary mage!”

But Mardhyn was too entangled in his own horror. His eyes still wide, his body convulsing. Gebo’s rune had perfected the Draem’Fyr trap, locking his mind and draining his strength.

Mardhyn struggled to his feet, body trembling like a leaf in a gale. His robe was scorched and shredded from smashing into stone walls. Blood dripped from the corner of his lips—blood tinged blue as magic leaked from within. Yet his eyes still burned with stubborn hate.

“That rune... it’s technology. Not magic.” His voice was hoarse, yet seething with molten rage. “You... you manipulate the world’s codes!”

Zephyr nodded very slowly, like a teacher delivering a final lesson to a rebellious student.

“I did not create this world. But I can read it.”

The final step.

He formed a circle with both hands—a graceful motion, like dancing with the air. His fingers moved with perfect precision, shaping patterns that made the air itself hum with strange harmony.

The sixth rune.

Tiwaz.

It felt unlike any ordinary magic. This was the power of intent—pure will, shaped into energy capable of bending reality. A power drawn not from outside, but from a soul attuned to universal laws.

The air thickened like liquid mercury. Time slowed to the crawl of honey in winter. Gravity twisted, making dust and pebbles float.

Zephyr’s body glowed in red-gold brilliance so intense his skin seemed translucent. The Frost Fang sword in his hand pulsed with runic light—not the kind of magic found in books, but will crystallized into force. Justice hardened into physical power.

He stepped forward, and every step cracked the earth with lightning-like fissures, each fracture glowing with the same light as his sword.

Zephyr did not stop. His pace was measured, steady, but without doubt, closing the last distance between him and Mardhyn, who staggered, still reeling from the earlier strike. Zephyr needed only one more step. He did not hesitate; his momentum was relentless. His right hand rose deliberately, palm open, as if offering or summoning. Upon his pale skin, a new rune etched itself from pure light—not drawn, but grown like crystal from energy.

This time it was small, the size of an ancient gold coin—yet its light was pure white, not a common reflection, but a glow seemingly born from a primal source: dazzling without heat, like a newborn star in cosmic darkness, containing the potential to destroy or create.

Zephyr spoke the rune’s name, voice calm amidst the coming storm, yet carrying a resonance that shook the very air. “Thurisaz. Thuravin Drakkar.” An ancient name whispering of the giants’ hammer, of barriers shattered with unimaginable force.

The sky above went mad in answer. Ominous black clouds that once merely threatened now spun into a monstrous vortex, tearing themselves apart with unstoppable fury. The air vibrated with searing static. Then the lightning struck—not a downward bolt to earth, but something far older and more terrible. A colossal lightning whip lashed from the heart of the storm, not falling, but sweeping sideways across the air, as though wielded by an enraged god, crushing everything in its path.

Its color was not electric white or cold blue, but a soul-shaking violet-gold flash, so intense it burned the retina merely to glimpse it. One strike. A single, dreadful flash that cleaved reality itself, leaving rippling distortion in the air.

Following that bolt—or perhaps at the same instant—came a tearing sound: not of bone or stone, but of something deeper: the fabric of the cosmos ripped apart, a sound so wrong it made eardrums feel as if they bled and minds reel.

And the impact was terrible. Mardhyn, powerless before Thurisaz’s might, was hurled twenty meters like a rag doll, slamming into Goerzhit’s ancient walls with the force of a siege engine, collapsing part of the fortress. Massive stones the size of wagons crashed to earth in thunderous ruin, a cloud of dust billowing from the devastation.

The ground trembled—not just from falling rock, but with deeper shockwaves radiating from Mardhyn’s impact. From the rubble, a new cracking sound rose—not of breaking stone, but something unnaturally sharp and pained, like overheated metal twisted to the point of collapse: a sound hinting at profound internal ruin.

Mardhyn’s mask of hate finally broke into panic. With desperate fury, he hurled the last of his energy in one final attack: snow swirling into a tornado, mist moving like a living thing, shrieking winds that tried to rend the soul itself.

But Zephyr did not stop.

He did not dodge.

He walked through that storm as if through gentle rain.

The only sound breaking the hush was a delicate crack, like glass under pressure—a last warning before total ruin. And with that, Mardhyn collapsed. He fell to his knees so slowly, as if every nerve refused to surrender, yet could not resist gravity and fatal wounds. His eyes, once blazing with magic and defiance, dimmed swiftly, fading like a candle that had burned to the wick, signaling life draining away. He lost balance, slumped forward, and finally fell. His limp body struck the frozen ground or ice with a dull thud—a final, tragic end.

Yet even fallen, Mardhyn’s will did not fully die. With unthinkable effort—perhaps drawing on his very life’s core—he forced out his last act. His lips moved, whispering ancient words, a final spell, channeling every remaining shred of energy into the heart of the Glacium Orbis catalyst, some ancient structure or massive crystal hidden near the frozen dam.

In answer, the frozen river around the dam awoke unnaturally. Its ice did not crack physically but from within, glowing blue fracture-lines racing outward in all directions. Lines of cold blue energy radiated toward a single distant point: the towering silhouette of the Sage Tower. Light coursed at impossible speed, flickering and pulsing like blood pumped violently through fine veins, breathtaking and terrifying against the ice.

This immense Glacium Orbis current surged across the frozen plain, covering nearly two kilometers before slamming into the Sage Tower. The tower’s walls, clad in legendary Goertzhit crystal—capable of storing and amplifying cold energy—reacted at once. Every rune, every mystic carving from its base to its highest spire ignited in blinding blue.

The air around the tower shivered violently, the resonance of raw energy roaring loud enough to deafen—not thunder, but the howl of unleashed power. From its glowing walls, a magical ice storm erupted—not mere snow, but pure frozen energy magnified by the Goertzhit crystal. Pillars of blue light and solid ice streaks speared the sky, turning the tower into a colossal weather cannon.

The roaring spiral of frozen might raced toward the Aeshtra Dam with unstoppable force. And in the very destruction he had planned, Mardhyn, left defenseless by Zephyr, was caught in the heart of his own vortex. He was lifted into the sky, swallowed by the endless ice tornado he had created—now amplified a hundredfold by the Goertzhit relay, becoming an uncontrollable weapon of devastation.

Within that towering, merciless maelstrom, Mardhyn summoned the last flicker of will. In his final breath or moment of clarity, he looked down, seeking Zephyr among the ruin and snow. His pale blue lips moved, speaking soundless words carried by the storm, echoing directly into Zephyr’s mind: “I’ll take you all with me.”

The ice storm’s deadly main wave, its pillars of frozen wind and death, finally crashed into the dam with all its fury. Zephyr, still near where Mardhyn had fallen, was struck directly. Yet strangely, he was not dragged into Mardhyn’s vortex. Instead, the storm hurled him away from the center, flinging him clear of destruction—perhaps saved by a thin thread of fate, or perhaps by the storm itself, as if destiny decreed Zephyr should witness Mardhyn’s tragic end: the creator devoured by his own creation.

Amid the chaos still raging—flying debris and shrieking ice shards—Vorthas rose. He did not merely stand; he emerged from ruin like something forged in flame, his body wreathed in strange, unnatural fire. It was not steady flame, but a pulsing inferno, beating like a molten heart, its color shifting wildly. From deep blood-red, boiling and furious, to cold, piercing electric blue, then cresting into brilliant, searing white—blinding, as if a star’s core burned within his flesh.

The fire did not consume his form, as if his body had become the perfect vessel, but it ravaged the air around him, vaporizing the humid swirl of Glacium Orbis’s blizzard into steaming mist. A scorching heatwave so fierce it made eyes sting, water, and nearly blind those who dared look too long.

He roared—not a cry of pain from physical wounds, but a primordial howl, born of hatred festering over centuries, crystallized into an all-consuming obsession. His roar became a sonic wave of despair and power. The air convulsed, not merely from his heat, but from extreme temperature shifts: searing heat so fierce skin felt it peel, instantly followed by a cold so deep lungs froze in the chest, then back to blistering heat again—in a rapid, dizzying, destructive cycle.

In his form, three titan elements—flame that devours all, wind unseen yet felt in the shredding turbulence of air, and ice whose coldness kills—danced in a symphony of destruction, in a harmony both chaotic and deadly. They coiled, clashed, and tore within him, creating an aura that was, in the same breath, beautiful in its savage intensity like a feral aurora, and terrifying in its unimaginable potential for devastation.

With a sudden, explosive motion charged with compressed force, he hurled a fireball toward Zephyr. This was no ordinary fireball a novice Elementalist might cast; it was condensed elemental energy, the very heart of the storm within him squeezed until dense. The sphere spun at insane speed, creating a dangerous gyroscopic effect, its surface gleaming with hypnotic rainbow colors—not from natural beauty, but from the chaotic energy of three clashing elements tearing each other apart at its skin. It shot forward with a hiss that sounded like the whisper of death.

Zephyr, facing this projectile capable of melting steel or vaporizing water in an instant, showed no sign of panic. He simply raised his palm with utter calm, a gesture so starkly at odds with the violence and madness erupting around him. His movement was so simple, as if he were merely welcoming a warm raindrop or catching a falling leaf on a quiet day.

And once again, he spoke the key word that summoned the primordial power rooted deep in the world’s foundation. “Algiz.” A single word, spoken softly yet carrying profound resonance, an ancient whisper of protection, of an unbroken bond with the Divine and the universe.

At once, a transparent shield appeared before him. The shield was invisible to the naked eye—it emitted no light, had no color, no clear physical form—but its presence was undeniable, like air suddenly hardened into an unbreakable wall, like striking the surface of unseen water that would not yield, a barrier forged not of matter, but of the pure concept of resistance, of the will to protect.

Vorthas’s elemental fireball struck the shield with a blinding explosion, its brilliance exceeding even the fiercest lightning of Thurisaz. The light forced everyone nearby, except Zephyr, to hold their breath or squeeze shut their stinging eyes. For a fraction of a second that felt endless, the chaotic energy churned against Algiz’s unseen barrier, spinning in place. Then, rather than being absorbed or shattered, the energy sphere ricocheted back from the shield, launched toward Vorthas with exactly the same speed and power as when it was first thrown, as if the shield were a perfect mirror for energy. The laws of physics and magic understood by ordinary sorcerers bent, shattered, and reshaped before the rune.

There was no time to dodge, no room to maneuver. The rebounding blast instantly enveloped the Elemental in a swirling dome of flame—his own fire, now returned to him, its essence altered and its power doubled by Zephyr’s will through the rune. And within that deadly blaze, the fire began to burn the fire itself. Vorthas’s body, which should have been immune to any flame by virtue of being an Elemental of Fire, now burned from his own fire reflected and transformed by Algiz’s rune. His own energy collided with his natural defenses, creating a painful paradox that tore his existence apart from within.

Vorthas screamed from inside the swirling inferno. It was no longer a roar of anger and power, but a scream of pure agony—a sound so powerful and horrific that instinctively sent the last birds still nesting within a kilometer radius into panicked flight. The sky, moments ago swept by storms, suddenly filled with flapping wings fleeing that unbearable cry, as if nature itself refused to hear it.

But the struggle was far from over. Above them, the gigantic ice tornado conjured by Mardhyn still loomed open, like a titanic eye peering down from the sky, gazing with cold, judging sight, as though waiting its turn. The limitless frozen energy began to pierce Zephyr’s entire body—not from outside, but like thousands of icy needles driving through every pore, like being stabbed by microscopic swords from within. This cold was not mere low temperature; it was a siphon of life itself.

Feeling that deadly chill flood through him, Zephyr tossed his sword into the air with a motion so graceful and controlled it seemed more a ritual than a throw. Frost Fang spun once, twice, catching glints of light even amid the storm, then hovered in the air as if held by unseen hands, its point directed toward the pinnacle of the icy vortex above. In a voice not loud, yet resonant enough to echo through bone and deep into the ground, he intoned three ancient runes:

“Sowilo, Eihwaz, Tiwaz.”

As the words were spoken, the three runes manifested as glowing symbols in the sky, quickly forming a perfect circle of light. The ring spun so fast it was hard to follow, its energy radiating outward. Each rune shone with a different, vivid color: Sowilo blazed a brilliant gold like the noonday sun, Eihwaz glowed green like the living pulse of the aurora, and Tiwaz burned crimson, like blood lit by justice.

The elemental circle expanded, and expanded, and expanded rapidly, forming a colossal mandala in the sky. The mandala spread until it covered the entire gray sky above the Aesthra Dam, a cosmic wellspring holding back the storm.

With his gaze lifted to the rune mandala, Zephyr made a declaration that resonated from the depths of his soul, his voice not merely loud, but weighted with the fabric of reality itself:

“I BANISH MADNESS FROM THIS WORLD!”

Zephyr’s voice echoed with such force that small stones on the ground trembled, and cracks in the earth caused by the storm slowly sealed. The mandala in the sky pulsed once, sending out a wave of energy not destructive, but cleansing and purifying, washing over the entire field, sweeping away the last poisonous remnants of chaotic energy.

The rift within the ice tornado began to close with a sound like a colossal tear ripping in reverse, shrill and painful. The eye of the giant storm blinked once—a final glance filled with defeated fury—then slowly dimmed, shrank, and vanished, as if pulled back into nothingness.

Vorthas, under a sky now beginning to calm, collapsed. He tried to rise, his body still glimmering with chaotic fire that now started to fade, dying away like embers on the brink of extinction.

With one trembling hand clutching the wound in his stomach, burned by the reflection of his own flame, he raised his other hand toward the sky newly cleansed of the ice storm—a gesture filled with desperation and broken will:

“I... I will become part of it! I AM THE ELEMENT!”

He tried to merge with the lingering frost energy in the air, to escape the truth of his defeat or draw new power from the element opposite his own. His body began to tremble uncontrollably, turning semi-transparent as if attempting to slip into another dimension, to become one with the cold essence that still lingered.

But before Vorthas could complete his transformation, Yveld leapt forward with a surprising agility for someone so wounded. Channeling Arkanistra magic into his fingertips, he thrust the Sahra Staff directly into Vorthas’s magical heart—the point where all elemental energy converged.

“With this, I tear your breath away, Vorthas!”

The seal flared with blinding white light, then exploded inward into Vorthas’s body. Magic blood—shimmering golden liquid—burst into the air like fireworks. Each drop that struck the ground froze instantly into delicate, beautiful crystals.

Vorthas screamed, a sound that made the very sky tremble—a scream not just of pain, but of regret and fear. His voice echoed, then slowly faded.

Vorthas’s body lifted slightly from the ground, hovering in the pulse of light Yveld now drained into himself. His fossil staff slipped from his grasp and clattered to the earth. And then, with the last gasp of his spent strength, Vorthas fell back to the ground, motionless. The glow of the Sahra Staff gradually dimmed.

Yveld panted heavily, leaning on the Sahra Staff. Bluish blood dripped from his lip to his chin, mingling with the cold sweat soaking his temples. Using the Cosmic Eye—even merely to neutralize—had drained tremendous energy. He gazed at Vorthas lying unconscious. Their private duel, their battle of ideologies and power, for now, was over.

“Power without understanding... only brings destruction,” Yveld whispered to himself, his voice hoarse. “You threw that away, Vorthas. And that’s why you fell.”

He straightened his back, though every muscle in him burned with pain. Here, in their scorched ring of stone, he had won. He had proven that a true Arkanistra did not merely gather power, but understood, controlled, and respected the very foundations of magic—foundations embodied by geometric precision, the flow of energy, and the limitless strength within the Cosmic Eye. For Yveld, this was an important victory. He had defeated Vorthas—at least for now—and protected the ancient knowledge he carried. His task was far from done, but a major obstacle had fallen, thanks to the power and understanding of the Sahra Staff, an ancient artifact that rejected shortcuts and celebrated the deep structure of the universe’s magic.

He didn’t see the avalanche.

At that moment, a glacier surge from the ruins of Mount Valthagir reached the dam—sweeping away everything. His body slammed into the glacial flow, spinning him into unconsciousness.

And in a panic, Zephyr caught the collapsing Yveld, dragging him toward the stone walls of the Aesthra Dam. Toward the watch chamber.

Breathing hard, he whispered in anxious doubt:

“Freiya... what did you do? Was it you who brought it down... or were you its victim?”

The storm did not howl—it roared with the wrath of ancient titans.

The glacier struck everything in its path—sky, stone, soul.

Lightning speared the heavens with jagged fury, and the ground shook like a wounded beast. Amid the chaos, Zephyr dragged Yveld—limp, unconscious—through the shattered outer corridor of the Aesthra Dam, his breath torn from his lungs like scraps of cloth.

Walls wept. Not with rain, but with the pressure of a world unraveling.

Inside the bowels of the dam, silence reigned like a cruel illusion. Echoes of destruction thudded against the ancient stone, each distant tremor a reminder: safety was a lie measured only in heartbeats.

Zephyr stood alone now.

He did not speak. His thoughts had already been drowned.

Lime was gone—swept into the glacier like a leaf swallowed by a frozen god.

The Kharashan front? He no longer cared.

And Yveld... Yveld hadn’t stirred for hours. His breathing was shallow, his pulse faint.

The dam had become a coffin of stone and pressure.

Zephyr’s boots scraped against damp metal grates as he turned. His fingers brushed the wall—cold, pulsing faintly, as if the entire dam were holding its breath.

He couldn’t stay here.

Not buried. Not waiting.

His blood whispered rebellion.

He had to leave.

That day, Mount Valthagor collapsed. The explosion of Sage Tower shook his entire back like an old blanket torn away by force—opened wide, the White Roll scything through everything in its path.

The world has cracked.

Not with a scream, but with a deep, buried groan—like giant bones shifting beneath the earth.

Ash floated like sad snow across the cracked lip of the Aesthra Dam.

Thunder does not chase lightning; it walked ahead of him, deliberate, like an executioner stepping onto the gallows.

Zephyr’s breath broke apart—each inhale sliced his throat like glass-cold ice.

He dragged Yveld’s limp form through the outer corridor, the ground beneath him shaking as if afraid of what would come next. The steel under his boots groaned—not from pressure, but from memory. Everything here smelled of war. The walls were thick with old echoes.
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​The Glacier Wall
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ZEPHYR COULDN’T BEAR the weight of worry any longer. What he knew: he himself was buried beneath an endless glacier flowing from Mount Valthagor’s peak. Sheltered inside the Aesthra Dam.Cracks split the sky, clawing it like the nails of a forgotten god.

And still—no Freiya.

Zephyr clenched his jaw, dragging Yveld over jagged debris. The young man’s head lolled back, his face pale, lips cracked with frostbite. His armor was torn at the collarbone, revealing bruises pulsing purple in the lightning’s glare.

Zephyr’s white eyes flickered to the sky.

There were no words. Just the same damned silence—like the sky itself was holding its breath.

“Freiya... is that you?”

His voice barely more than a tear in the wind. “Did you break the mountain? Or did it break you?”

Zephyr didn’t know Freiya had vanished in the Sage Tower’s explosion (for Freiya’s fate, read Dark Legion: The Rise of the Abyss).

The answer wasn’t words, but vibrations—deep, rolling earthquakes, ley lines splintering, magic turning feral. The Sage Tower had collapsed along with the mountain, folded into a hollow white death echo.

And Zephyr had felt it.

Every rune etched into his spine had seared at once. Magic didn’t cry—it screamed. It begged. It bled.

Yveld stirred. A tremor—then stillness again.

“No,” Zephyr murmured. “You don’t die here. Not in the belly of a broken world.”

He shifted his grip, hauling Yveld over his shoulders like a vanishing sack of time, and began to move.

Inside the dam, the stone felt alive.

Not warm—but taut, like lungs refusing to exhale. The corridor ribbed with steel and frost, sweat streaming down ancient pipes that hadn’t breathed for centuries.

The deeper Zephyr walked, the less color remained.

Pale blue. Cold gray. Even his own skin seemed drained under the weight. Runes flickered on the walls like trapped fireflies—recognizing him, answering something unseen.

Each step echoed like a challenge.

The runes on his hand glowed—just once. Eihwaz. Protection. Guidance.

A heartbeat. His own? Or the dam’s?

There was once a tale, of old gods buried so deep that even silence couldn’t find them.

Zephyr wondered, for a moment, if he was walking inside one now.

He turned into a corridor marked by rusted, unreadable plaques. The walls squeezed closer, closing like a clenched fist. Pipes hissed. Steam whistled through ancient cracks.

Then—

A low, empty beat. Metal against metal.

Not echo.

Not rubble.

Footfall.

He stopped. Held his breath.

Again—metal scraping stone.

Not footfall.

Claw.

Zephyr carefully propped Yveld behind a support pillar and turned. His fingers brushed the edge of his robe, tracing the first rune: Sowilo.

The air shimmered. Rippling heat. The darkness painted over in pale gold, liquid and alive.

Shadows crawled across the ceiling—long, writhing, inhuman.

Then it dropped.

It had no face—only a maw of black teeth dripping molten ichor onto the stone. Its body was long, insectile, fused with what seemed like shattered forgework—a creature built from trauma.

A Remnant.

Zephyr recognized it instantly.

The creature hissed. Heat rolled off it in waves, melting frost behind it. Pipes burst. The walls groaned—not in warning, but in pain.

Zephyr inhaled slowly. His runes burned:

Algiz.

Air hardened into an invisible shield as the Remnant lunged.

Its claws slammed the barrier—and rebounded with a shriek that shook dust from the ceiling.

Zephyr turned, tracing a half-circle in the air with two fingers. Light trailed him, shattering into runes.

Hold’Thul.

Stone beneath the Remnant erupted.

The earth’s nails speared upward like the planet itself striking. The creature screamed, impaled through three limbs—but it didn’t die.

It never died.

Its molten blood hissed onto the floor.

Zephyr’s hand glowed.

Then, without hesitation, he whispered the third name:

“Draem’Fyr.”

The air cracked.

And the Remnant froze mid-lunge. Its eyes—if it had any—rolled back. The psychic blast wasn’t seen, but felt—a scream in the skull, not the ears.

It collapsed.

Zephyr knelt beside Yveld. Checked his pulse.

Stronger now.

Good.

‘Safe a day. For ...?’

Now it was the third day.

Snow didn’t fall softly—it growled, scraped, deafened the sky. The explosion that destroyed Sage Tower had torn open a frozen energy conduit from Glacium Orbis to Mount Vharthagos—and now the whole slope had collapsed like a titan tripping over its own grave.

Zephyr stood in a half-collapsed stone corridor, body hunched under the crushing cold that gnawed not just at skin—but at joints, at will itself.

The watch room door—sealed behind ice two hand-spans thick—was the only exit from this vertical coffin beneath the dam.

His hands shook not from fear, but from vessels tightening in the cold.

He reached to his rune belt. Touched one thing. Frostfang.

He didn’t speak a spell.

Didn’t ask permission from gods.

He simply carved Sowilo and Hagalaz into the frozen door.

Golden light from Sowilo spread across the ice like hungry roots. But the cold cared nothing for magic. So Zephyr added one more: Thurisaz, symbol of destructive power.

Not to open. But to break.

Cracks branched. A sound like bones splintering filled the corridor. Then—BOOM—ice shattered along with the metal door, and outside air crashed in, colder than death itself.

Stepping out wasn’t freedom.

The slopes of Vharthagos, once sharp ridges and neat ice trails, were buried beneath towering avalanches.

Zephyr wrapped his face in cloth stained with Yveld’s dried blood—blood still held heat, and salt.

His first step sank nearly to the knee.

Rule one in deep snow: never walk straight down a slope. The risk of a second avalanche is too high.

Zephyr climbed diagonally upward, cutting across the shaded side of the slope. He used the Algiz rune plate as a climbing spike—driving it into ice, then hauling himself up with a shield that expanded into a magic harness.

Air stabbed at him. Each breath felt like inhaling shattered glass.

Rule two in lethal cold: never breathe through the mouth. Use the nose. Warm the air in the sinus cavity.

Zephyr shivered uncontrollably but kept his body moving—slow, steady. He knew the basic law:

Sweat kills in freezing temperatures.

So every ten minutes, he stopped, shivering behind a rock hollow, pressing his pulse points to slow heat loss.

The slopes of Valthagor were a nightmare that stretched into five unending days. No trees—only an eternal white sea, jagged peaks like frozen dragon teeth. Glacier storms tore the air, hurling shards of ice sharp enough to flay skin. In that terror, Zephyr walked. Blind—but not afraid, because he was not alone.

Nidha’ar, the transparent hawk, was his eyes. Once summoned, its ethereal form spread across the sky, wings like crystal scattering moonlight. Through Nidha’ar, Zephyr didn’t see light and shadow as mortals did. The world unfolded in living crystals—a mosaic shifting beyond normal sight.

He didn’t just see mountains—he felt their heat and cold as drifting violets or faint reds hugging their shapes. He didn’t see chasms—but emptiness appeared as thick gray swallowing light. Snowfields were a white canvas speckled with energy: orange flickers of leftover warmth behind cliffs, or bluish-green glows marking ancient frozen radiation. Even lingering resonance from ancient battles—unseen magical vibrations—shimmered as dancing silver or gold threads, giving Zephyr a depth of understanding no human eye could reach. Amid the snow, Nidha’ar projected denser sparks where faint heat traces of life hid beneath layers, or darker icy fractures warning of unstable structures.

Zephyr’s face was hidden behind cloth dipped in Yveld’s dried blood. Even dry, the blood held warmth against the frozen air, and its salt tasted of struggle and hope.

His first step vanished nearly to the knee, the snow swallowing his leg, threatening to trap him. Zephyr remembered:

Rule one—never go straight down a slope.

Avalanche risk. Too high. He couldn’t see, but Nidha’ar’s vision mapped snow density and risk as swirling blotches of warning color—a living three-dimensional map in his mind.

With Nidha’ar, Zephyr climbed diagonally upward, cutting across the shaded flank. There, he planted the Algiz rune plate—symbol of divine protection and connection—into the ice. It became a solid climbing spike. As he drove it in, his magic shield unfurled—not just as a defense, but as a harness, hauling his weight with every step.

Air stabbed. Each breath felt like sucking in glass shards.

Zephyr remembered:

Rule two: breathe through the nose. Warm the air in the sinuses. Even blind, he did it reflexively, the blooded cloth helping trap heat.

He shook violently but kept moving, slow, steady. Sweat is death in cold. Nidha’ar tracked subtle color shifts in Zephyr’s aura, signaling body heat loss. Every ten minutes, he paused in a stone hollow, shivering, pressing pulse points to slow the bleed of warmth.

Since stepping onto Valthagor’s frozen slope, Zephyr had sipped water from ice walls, guided by Nidha’ar’s vision: crystalline veins shining a tempting blue, revealing the purest, most reachable source.

On the first night, through Nidha’ar’s vision, Zephyr found a charred stone—remnants of a Mardhyn magic battle. The stone still radiated faint warmth, pulsing as a dim red glow. Zephyr inscribed the Sowilo rune, the rune of the sun and living force, into the stone. The rune’s energy sealed in what little heat remained, and Zephyr clung to it through the night, sheltering under the shattered remains of the Aesthra bridge’s wing—a relic now reduced to rubble. Nidha’ar stood above him, transparent wings spread wide, as if guarding against unseen danger.

Zephyr staggered across the glacier. Ice cracked underfoot every five steps. He no longer walked—he crossed his body low, like a Norheim snow climber, crawling to keep his center of gravity close to the ground.

He froze whenever a massive shadow slipped behind the fog.

Small tremors still rippled underfoot. The slopes were still unstable.

He pressed his ear to the ground. The Druids’ wisdom echoed in his mind: “The mountain warns before it falls.”

He heard a hum—faint, but there. Pressure still churned within the earth. So he slowed his pace.

Then he saw it.

A figure. Torn cloak. Half-buried in snow. Face frozen in sleet, eyes wide open in death.

Lime.

Zephyr said nothing. He only looked. Covered his friend’s eyes with a scrap of cloth. He couldn’t dig. He couldn’t weep. His tears would freeze before they fell.

Lime had no grave—but he had a witness.

Zephyr left a single small rune in the snow: Naudhiz.

“Sacrifice. Paid with breath.”

The next four days were relentless torture. The blizzard winds never ceased, battering Zephyr’s skin until it cracked at every pore, each gust a needle of ice stealing his remaining warmth. His lips split, dried blood forming brittle crusts that burned each time he tried to sip melting snow. His muscles screamed; every step dragged at the edge of his will. Hunger gnawed, but there was nothing to eat but ice. Exhaustion stalked him, the phantom of frozen sleep whispering its fatal invitation, yet he forced himself onward. He knew: to sleep in snow meant death. His will burned hotter than any human’s, outlasting agony that sent wave upon wave of pain to his mind. Each time Nidha’ar’s vision flickered and frayed under Zephyr’s exhaustion, he clenched his jaw, forcing focus, draining strength he didn’t know he still had. Even Nidha’ar sometimes shimmered, a flickering phantom in the storm, a mirror of Zephyr’s failing strength.

And on the fifth day, when despair nearly overcame him and he was spent from using Nidha’ar without pause, it finally appeared through Nidha’ar’s sight: dawn’s pale blue glow reflecting far in the distance. That dawnlight shone as a vivid, pure pale blue, piercing fog and snow alike. Nidha’ar focused, and far below, the frozen surface of Lake Vaeliar glittered under the newborn morning. This was Zephyr’s goal—and proof he was not alone in this frozen world.

The sky over Valthagor was pale, no longer vomiting storms. Yet the silence it left behind felt more terrifying—choking every sound, making the crunch of snow beneath Zephyr’s boots echo like thunder. The air thinned, threatening to crush his lungs.

His body burned from within—not from controlled magic, but from the raw, brutal fight of human flesh refusing to die. Every inch of skin felt like an open wound, splitting under the wind, raw and stinging as if cut by knives. The pain spread, turning every pore into a gate for icy needles. He nearly crawled, knees scraping frozen ground, as he climbed the final snowy ridge before the valley opened below.

Then, through Nidha’ar’s sight, something appeared.

And he saw it:

A wisp of smoke.

Small. Gray. Rising from a clay chimney.

A faint orange hue, so small, so fragile, danced among the dense gray of the snowfields—an anomaly in the frozen color pattern he’d seen for days. As Zephyr forced himself forward, the wisp sharpened: small, gray, curling gently from a nearly hidden clay chimney.

Zephyr narrowed his eyes, even blind, as if the gesture itself could summon sight.

“A village...” The whisper slipped past cracked lips, barely audible against the wind’s roar.

Nidha’ar’s vision painted a clearer picture in his mind: a hidden settlement, crouched between two slopes, nearly buried in deep snow. The buildings were round like shells, walls of thick timber built to hold back the cold. Ancient Northern Varatian architecture—older than metal, simple yet sturdy, designed to cradle warmth and repel the fiercest blizzards. Warm orange light leaked from narrow windows, promising life and shelter.

His body burned from within—not with magic’s power, but from flesh that refused to die. He nearly crawled over that last snowy ridge before the valley.

Hidden between the slopes, almost buried in snow. Rounded, shell-shaped dwellings. The old architecture of Northern Varatia—built before iron itself.

In that moment, the will to live crushed the pain. Zephyr forced himself to move faster.

He walked faster. But his body refused. His heart pounded like it might explode—no longer a tired beat, but a brutal hammering desperate to break free of frozen flesh. The cold air bit like shards of glass, every breath a stab of agony. Yet inside him, a spark of determination burned, pushing him forward, inch by inch, toward the inviting orange glow.

He felt the warmth growing stronger—a silent pull of life calling him. Each final step was a battle against the void ready to swallow him. Reaching the village’s edge, where footsteps hardened the snow and drifts seemed more trodden, his legs gave way. His body collapsed to its knees with a thud that roared in his ears. His breath hissed out, as if the last trapped heat in his lungs finally escaped. Cold snow quickly buried part of his fallen form. His clothes, once covered in frost, now melted moisture from his heat—only to refreeze into stiff ice between the fabric, binding him.

Yet through cold and pain, a voice pierced his fading mind.

“Goddess preserve—there’s someone out there!”

Small, hurried footsteps followed, faint echoes from a hidden tunnel beneath the buildings. Children. Then an old woman’s shout, startled and panicked, followed by heavier, rushing footsteps. Blurred faces drew near, seen dimly through Nidha’ar’s failing sight. A hand, cold yet firm, touched his shoulder.

With the last of his strength, Zephyr forced out one word, lips trembling, blood-crusted, freezing:

“Dam... collapsed...”

Darkness swallowed him. Nidha’ar’s sight vanished completely, leaving Zephyr in perfect nothingness. He fainted.

Slowly, Zephyr awoke. The first thing to seize him was warmth. Deep warmth, wrapping him from every side. His body lay swaddled in coarse wool blankets, soft against raw skin. The air no longer stabbed, but carried a rich, calming scent: hearty root soup mingled with sharp mint oil. Damp warmth seeped in—not cold sweat anymore, but heat soaking to his bones.

Above, he sensed a thatched roof somehow holding off the cold. Nearby, he felt a presence. The scent of worn leather, and steady breathing.

“If you can speak, do it now,” a deep voice rumbled, cracking the silence like a glacier splitting. “If not, we’ll think you’re a spirit of the mountain.”

Zephyr turned his head, gathering the shreds of his awareness. The voice, though unknown, carried an authority impossible to ignore. He felt the man’s gaze, a weight measuring threat or hope.

“Who... are you?” Zephyr’s voice rasped out, no more than a broken whisper, scratching his dry throat. Each word felt like glass.

The man shifted; Zephyr sensed a brief chill as the blanket moved. “Name’s Borin, Warchanter of the Sirkun Wastelands,” the man answered, voice softening a shade, yet still sharp as mountain wind. “Leader of this village, and keeper of the spirits of this valley. You collapsed at our doorstep, half-buried and near frozen. We don’t often see travelers from Valthagor’s peak still breathing.”

Zephyr tried to summon Nidha’ar—but darkness was all he saw. He could only rely on voice, on leather’s scent and mint’s bite, and a faint sense of energy. He knew this man held power; an aura once visible through Nidha’ar, now gone.

“Dam... collapsed...” Zephyr repeated, a little clearer, though words still stuck in his throat. The urgency of the message overcame pain and exhaustion. He had to warn them.

The man’s voice came deep, calm, and heavy—as if the mountain itself spoke.

“You came from Aesthra. Then no mountain remains behind you.”

The following week blurred by—a haze of pain and slow recovery. Borin, the Warchanter, and the village elders tended Zephyr with ancient skill. Hot root soup filled his belly, mint oil eased cracked skin, and long, warm sleep wrapped his battered body. Gradually, strength seeped back into his muscles, though Valthagor’s cold still haunted his bones. Slowly, Nidha’ar returned to his mind, bringing back fragments of vision—though faint, still weaker than before.

When the time came to depart, Borin prepared provisions: a pouch of dried meat, hard bread, and a water flask wrapped under thick blankets to keep it from freezing. Zephyr accepted it all with a nod, his hands still trembling slightly as they felt the rough leather of the supply bag.

Then he reached for a bow lying beside his bedding. The bow, a masterpiece of hard wood, felt heavy and balanced in his now-healed hands. It was a magnificent weapon—an invaluable heirloom. But he had nothing left to offer in return for the village’s kindness. Reluctantly, Zephyr set it back down near Borin.

Borin picked up the bow, turning it over in his thick fingers. “A beautiful bow,” he murmured, running his hand over the carved curves. Then his brow furrowed into a deep crease. “But what use is a fine bow if it has no string?” There was a hint of disappointment in his voice, a quiet lament for the gift’s incompleteness.

Zephyr gave a low laugh, his voice still rough and aching but tinged with dry amusement. The sound felt strange to his own ears after days of nothing but groans and silence. He then reached for a small leather pouch hanging at his neck. From inside, he drew out a shard of crystal—one of the personal runes he carried on his travels. The stone was cold but radiated an unseen aura beyond Borin’s senses.

Borin leaned closer, examining the shard in confusion. “This...” he murmured, clearly unable to recognize it. His face showed that he knew nothing of runes or modern magic. For men of these barren lands, magic was ancient songs and spirits of the wild, not stones that held hidden energy.

“Not for the bow,” Zephyr said, his voice clearer now. He reached for Borin’s hand, placing the shard in his palm. “At least you can light it, Warchanter. This rune will give off constant warmth for a full month. You won’t have to burn your precious wood stores for the hearth.”

Borin fell silent, feeling the cold crystal against his skin. Yet as Zephyr finished speaking, a faint glow began to pulse within the shard, slowly radiating an unnatural warmth for something so small. The Warchanter’s eyes widened, caught between awe and surprise. The warmth was real—and would spare them valuable firewood through the long winter. It was a trade far greater than an unstrung bow.

Borin then reached for a thick leather bag, packed with the supplies he’d prepared: dried meat, hard bread, and water. He handed it to Zephyr.

“Where will you go?” Borin asked, his voice now gentler, yet still carrying the weight of command.

Zephyr tied the bag to his belt, feeling its promise of survival at his side. “To finish my mission,” Zephyr answered, voice steadier now, though still hoarse. “Something has begun to move in Varna.”

Borin watched him. Though Zephyr couldn’t see the gaze, he felt its weight and intensity. Borin gave a brief nod, a small gesture but heavy with meaning. “You will succeed, young one,” Borin said. “You won’t fall to the frozen wilds alone.” There was recognition in his tone—a respect from a leader who’d seen much in these cold lands.

“I’ll look for... what deserves to stay alive.”

The four-day journey to Varna, capital of the Varatian Kingdom, was a bewildering contrast. Nidha’ar, now returned to his vision, showed plains almost untouched by the Valthagor slope’s collapse. Towns and villages Zephyr passed, though shrouded in winter, still stood firm, alive with the daily noise of life. As if the disaster he’d endured had been only a whisper behind the high peaks—not the earth-rending roar it truly was. A cold sense of alienation gripped him.

At last, Zephyr reached Varna, the capital of Varatia. The air here felt more “alive,” filled with a dense resonance of magic. He walked toward the Rhalgra District, where his acquaintance Felgo kept his workshop. The scent of hot metal, coal, and oiled leather reached him—a guide for senses long dulled by frost.

Felgo’s workshop door, thick wood etched with defensive runes, creaked open. Inside, the ringing of hammer on iron greeted Zephyr. “Felgo?” he called out, his voice still raspy.

The hammering paused. “Who’s there? The forge is closed to strangers!” answered a gravelly but familiar voice. Moments later, a tall man appeared through the forge’s haze—thick arms, neatly combed beard, Felgo the Arkanistra and famed weaponsmith. He still wore a heavy leather apron stained with soot and oil.

Felgo stared at Zephyr. His eyes widened, tracing Zephyr’s torn clothes, cracked skin, and blood-stained bandages. Surprise shifted into a sharp, astonished gaze. Without further words, Felgo dropped his hammer, his voice coming fast, edged with urgency.

“Your battle was something fierce!” Felgo exclaimed, stepping closer, studying Zephyr as if seeing an apparition. “Ten villages vanished overnight, buried by Valthagor’s avalanche. And not just from a broken glacier, Zephyr. The Aesthra dam... it was a keystone. You unraveled the world’s knot.”

Zephyr flinched, barely whispering, “I tried to stop it...”

“And you did,” Felgo cut in, voice softer now, though still tight with tension. “...but at a cost.”

Felgo turned sharply, retrieving a thick deerskin scroll from a cluttered worktable and spreading it out across a clear surface. Nidha’ar projected its image into Zephyr’s mind: an emergency map of Varatia, marked with rough charcoal lines, handwritten warnings, and red dots glowing strangely in Nidha’ar’s vision.

“The central power has collapsed,” Felgo said, pointing to the map’s center. “The Arkanistra territories... have shattered.”

Zephyr stared at the “map” in his mind—a chaotic symphony of color and danger. “What do you mean... shattered?”

Felgo’s finger jabbed at several points. “Here: Rhalgra was once the Arkanistra’s main bastion. Now it’s the stronghold of the Serpentium Militia, controlled by the Tanahraya faction. They’ve set new rules: ‘Runes are outlawed except for war.’”

His finger slid east. “Dravaniel, the port city. Seized by a prince’s minor house. They call themselves the Cagvarothian Loyalists. Hunting Orbis fragments to restore the empire... with frostbound power.”

Zephyr clenched his hand, cold anger running like ice water through him. “And the center?”

“Varnhaim is ash,” Felgo replied, voice low. “After Vorthas vanished, his followers split. Four factions now fight over the ruins. And... ‘one name is spoken in every village that burned.’”

Zephyr held his breath. Only one name could carry such weight. “Fehrem?”

Felgo nodded, the motion so vivid Zephyr could almost see it. “But not just Fehrem. They speak of... The Red Herald. A shadow executor bearing news of uniting the Orbis and awakening. He disappeared into the southern mountains. Heading west.”

Zephyr’s jaw tightened, fury and fear coiling together. Only one place lay southwest that could draw him. “Vault of Cagvaroth...”

Felgo’s eyes narrowed, gaze cutting sharp. “You know of it, Runebearer?”
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