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1 The Fall of Greykeep
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The first scream came at dawn.

Commander Sera Blackwood was halfway through her morning inspection of the eastern ramparts when the sound split the air—not the controlled shout of a watchman signaling approach, but the raw shriek of a man confronting something that should not exist. She spun toward the sound, her hand already on her sword hilt, and saw the sentry at Tower Seven pointing toward the Greymarsh plain below.

What she saw there made her blood turn to ice water.

They came like a tide of shadow and bone, flowing across the autumn grasslands in numbers that defied counting. The Deathless Legion. Even from half a mile distant, Sera could see the wrongness of their movement—the mechanical precision of their march, the absence of banners or formations, just an inexorable mass of animated corpses advancing without fear, without hesitation, without humanity.

"Sound the alarm!" she roared, her voice cutting through the morning air. "All hands to stations! This is not a drill!"

The great bell of Greykeep began to toll, its deep bronze voice rolling across the fortress like thunder. All around her, the morning watch erupted into controlled chaos. Soldiers poured from the barracks, buckling armor as they ran. Archers took their positions along the crenellations. Engineers rushed to load the massive ballistae that crowned each tower.

Sera took the stone steps down from the ramparts three at a time, her scarred leather armor creaking with each stride. Twenty years of military service had taught her to move fast when death came calling, and she had never seen death come quite like this.

She burst into the command post to find Lord Commander Marcus Thorne already bent over the strategy table, his weathered hands braced against the scarred wood. Maps lay scattered across the surface, markers showing defensive positions, supply lines, evacuation routes—all the careful planning that might mean nothing in the next few hours.

"Report," Marcus said without looking up. His voice was steady, but Sera knew him well enough to hear the tension beneath it. They had served together for twelve years. For the last three, they had been more than comrades-in-arms, though they kept that truth quietly between them. There was no room for favoritism in a command structure, no place for weakness when men's lives hung on every decision.

"The Legion," Sera said, moving to his side. "Approaching from the northeast. Tens of thousands, maybe more. They'll reach the outer walls within the hour."

Marcus straightened, and for a moment she saw something flicker in his gray eyes—not fear exactly, but a weary recognition. He had known this day would come. They all had.

"We knew Maltherion would come for us eventually," he said quietly. "Greykeep is the last fortress between his territory and the heartlands. If we fall, there's nothing to stop him from marching straight to Ravencrest."

"Then we don't fall," Sera said, but even as she spoke the words, she felt their hollowness. Every fortress that had stood against the Deathless Legion had fallen. Every army that had marched to meet them had been destroyed. The dead did not tire. The dead did not retreat. The dead simply came, wave after wave, until the living were overwhelmed.

Marcus met her eyes, and in that look passed a thousand unspoken words. A recognition of what they faced. An acknowledgment of what they meant to each other. A farewell, perhaps, though neither would speak it aloud.

"Get to the walls," he said. "The men need to see you. They need to know we're not afraid."

"Are we afraid?" Sera asked.

"Terrified," Marcus said with a ghost of a smile. "But they don't need to know that."

Sera nodded and turned to go, but his hand caught her wrist. For just a heartbeat, his fingers tightened—a gesture of affection, of desperation, of goodbye compressed into a single touch. Then he released her and returned his attention to the maps, every inch the stern commander once more.

She climbed back to the ramparts and took her position at the main gate, where the heaviest fighting would inevitably come. Around her, two thousand men and women prepared for battle. It was not enough. It would never be enough. But it was what they had.

The Legion drew closer.

In the growing light of morning, Sera could see them more clearly now, and the sight threatened to shake even her battle-hardened composure. The Deathless were a nightmare made manifest—corpses in rusted armor, their flesh gray and rotting, their eyes burning with cold blue fire. Some were fresh dead, killed in recent battles and raised to serve their slayer. Others were ancient, little more than animated skeletons held together by necromantic will. They carried weapons of every kind: swords and spears and axes, some still stained with the blood of their previous victims.

But worst of all was their silence. No war cries, no battle songs, no sounds of humanity at all. Just the rhythmic tramp of ten thousand dead feet and the rustle of decaying flesh.

"Archers!" Sera called, her voice ringing across the ramparts. "Nock arrows!"

Two hundred bows creaked as strings were drawn back.

"We know what we face," Sera shouted, pitching her voice to carry. "We know the stories. The dead that don't stay dead. The enemy that can't be killed." She paused, letting her gaze sweep across the faces of the defenders—farmers' sons and merchants' daughters, veteran soldiers and green recruits, all of them standing together in the face of annihilation.

"I won't lie to you," she continued. "This will be the hardest fight of your lives. Many of us won't see tomorrow's dawn. But we stand here, on these walls, because someone has to. Because the people behind us—our families, our friends, our children—they need time to flee. Every hour we hold is another mile they can run. Every minute we fight is another life we save."

She drew her sword, the blade singing free of its scabbard. It was a plain weapon, scarred from a hundred battles, but it had never failed her.

"So we fight," she said. "Not because we can win, but because we must. For Greykeep. For home. For each other."

A ragged cheer went up from the defenders, and Sera felt a fierce pride swell in her chest. They knew they were going to die. They knew it, and they stood anyway.

The Legion reached the base of the outer walls.

"Loose!" Sera commanded.

Two hundred arrows arced into the sky, a dark cloud against the morning sun. They fell like deadly rain among the Deathless, and for a moment, Sera dared to hope. Dozens of the creatures fell, arrows jutting from skulls and chest cavities and empty eye sockets.

Then they stood back up.

The arrows had done nothing. The dead cared nothing for pierced hearts or punctured lungs. Unless you destroyed the head completely or severed the spine, they simply kept coming.

"Again!" Sera shouted, though despair was already settling in her gut like a stone. "Aim for the heads! Fire at will!"

The archers redoubled their efforts, and now the arrows flew in a continuous stream. Some found their marks, shattering skulls and sending corpses permanently to the ground. But for every one that fell and stayed down, three more took its place.

The Legion reached the walls and began to climb.

They came up like spiders, their dead fingers finding purchase in cracks and crevices that no living man could have used. They climbed without rope or ladder, simply pulling themselves upward with inhuman strength.

"Repel them!" Sera commanded, and the real butchery began.

Defenders thrust spears down at the climbers, stabbing at heads and necks. They poured boiling oil from the murder holes, though the dead seemed to barely notice the burning. They dropped stones and pushed away scaling ladders that the Legion had finally begun to employ.

For a while, it seemed to be working. The outer wall held, and bodies piled at its base—some temporarily down, some permanently destroyed. Sera moved up and down the line, encouraging here, directing there, her sword rising and falling as Deathless hands crested the battlements.

Then the siege towers arrived.

They were crude things, built from the remains of fallen cities, but they were effective. The dead pushed them forward with tireless strength, and when they thudded against Greykeep's walls, the Legion poured forth in numbers that could not be stemmed.

"Fall back to the inner wall!" Marcus's voice rang out from the command post. "Controlled retreat! Fall back!"

The defenders abandoned the outer ramparts, and Sera's heart broke as she watched hundreds of good soldiers make their fighting retreat. Not all of them made it. The Deathless pulled down the slowest, and their screams echoed in Sera's ears as she helped hold the gate long enough for the last stragglers to escape.

The inner wall was higher, thicker, more defensible. But it was also their last line of defense. If this wall fell, Greykeep fell with it.

The sun had barely reached its zenith, and already they had lost a quarter of their forces.

The battle raged through the afternoon, a grinding horror of steel and sorcery. The Deathless learned nothing from their losses—they simply kept coming, kept climbing, kept killing. The defenders fought with desperate courage, but courage meant nothing to an enemy that felt no fear.

Sera lost track of time. The world narrowed to the next enemy, the next sword stroke, the next moment of survival. Her armor was dented and blood-splattered—some hers, most belonging to comrades who had fallen beside her. Her sword arm ached with exhaustion, but she kept fighting because stopping meant dying, and dying meant rising again as one of them.

That was the true horror of the Deathless Legion. Every soldier who fell became a new enemy. Every friend you lost might be the one to kill you.

As evening shadows stretched across the battlefield, Sera found herself fighting back-to-back with Marcus on the inner wall. They moved in perfect synchronization, the product of years of training and trust. His sword covered her weaknesses; her blade protected his flanks.

"We can't hold much longer," Marcus said during a brief lull, his breath coming in ragged gasps. "The east tower is about to fall."

"I know," Sera said. Even now, planning their retreat, some part of her refused to give up entirely. "We need to sound the evacuation. Get the survivors out through the western gate while—"

The world exploded.

A massive detonation shook the inner wall, and Sera was thrown backward by the concussive force. Her ears rang. Her vision swam. She struggled to her knees, trying to understand what had happened.

The east tower was gone. Simply... gone. In its place was a smoking crater, and the wall on either side had collapsed. Through the gap poured the Legion, a flood of dead flesh and rusted steel.

"Breach!" someone screamed. "They've breached the inner wall!"

Marcus pulled Sera to her feet, and she saw the truth in his eyes even before he spoke it. The battle was over. They had lost.

"Sound the retreat," Marcus said quietly. "Full evacuation. Get everyone you can to the western gate."

"What about you?" Sera demanded, though she already knew the answer.

"Someone has to buy you time," Marcus said, and there was a terrible peace in his voice. He had made his decision, and nothing would shake it.

"No," Sera said, gripping his arm. "We go together or not at all."

"Sera." He cupped her face with one calloused hand, and for a moment, the commander's mask fell away entirely. "You know that's not possible. You know what has to happen."

Around them, the last defenders of Greykeep were making their final stand. Men and women who had served together, laughed together, bled together, now died together. And Marcus was right—someone had to hold this position long enough for the others to escape.

"I love you," Marcus said simply. "I should have said it before."

"Don't," Sera whispered, and she hated how her voice cracked. "Don't you dare make this a goodbye."

"It's been a goodbye since this morning," Marcus said gently. He kissed her forehead once, quickly, then released her and turned toward the breach. "Now go. That's an order, Commander."

Sera wanted to refuse. Wanted to stay and die beside him. But she was a soldier, and she understood duty. If she stayed, his sacrifice would be meaningless. If she fled, she could save the others. She could warn the kingdom. She could give his death purpose.

She took one last look at the man she loved—standing straight-backed and proud, sword in hand, ready to face an army of the dead—then turned and ran.

Behind her, she heard Marcus's voice ring out one final time: "For Greykeep! For home! For—"

The rest was lost in the sounds of battle.

Sera ran through the chaos of the inner courtyard, gathering survivors as she went. "Western gate!" she shouted. "Everyone to the western gate! Evacuate! Evacuate now!"

Perhaps three hundred soldiers remained of the original two thousand. They streamed toward the last escape route, a desperate flood of humanity fleeing an inevitable doom.

Sera was the last through the gate, and as she passed beneath its arch, she heard a sound that would haunt her nightmares for years to come. Not a scream of pain, but a sound of transformation—the wet, cracking noise of a body rising when it should stay down.

She turned, and through the gate's narrow opening, she saw him.

Marcus stood in the courtyard, his body jerking with unnatural movements. The blue fire of necromancy burned in his eyes. His mouth opened, but the voice that emerged was not his own—it was something cold and ancient and utterly empty.

He turned toward the western gate. Toward her.

"Close it!" Sera screamed. "For the love of all that's holy, close the gate!"

The massive wooden doors swung shut, and the last bars were dropped into place. Through the narrow slit, Sera watched as the thing that had been Marcus moved with the rest of the Legion, just another corpse in service to the Endless One.

She had lost him twice in the span of heartbeats.

"Commander!" One of her lieutenants grabbed her arm. "We have to move! They'll be through that gate in minutes!"

Sera nodded numbly and allowed herself to be pulled away. The survivors fled into the gathering darkness, three hundred souls out of two thousand. Behind them, Greykeep burned.

They reached the hills as midnight approached, and from that vantage point, Sera stopped to look back. The fortress that had been her home for twelve years was fully engulfed in flames. The Deathless had no use for it—they simply destroyed everything in their path.

She watched it burn and felt something break inside her. Not her spirit—that was too calloused by years of war. But her hope, perhaps. Her belief that this enemy could be defeated by conventional means.

The dead did not tire. The dead did not retreat. The dead could not be stopped.

And somewhere among those burning ruins, the man she loved walked in service to the monster who had killed him.

Sera turned away from the flames and began the long march toward Ravencrest. She would warn the kingdom. She would report the fall of Greykeep. She would do her duty, because that was all she had left.

But as she walked, one thought echoed in her mind, persistent and terrible:

How do you fight an enemy that turns your every loss into their victory?

The question followed her into the darkness, and she had no answer.

They fled through the night like ghosts, three hundred hollow-eyed survivors stumbling through the darkness. Sera pushed them hard, knowing that the Deathless would not stop to savor their victory. The Legion never stopped. They would march through Greykeep's ruins and continue their inexorable advance, and anyone who couldn't maintain the pace would be caught and consumed.

The terrain worked in their favor, at least. The hills west of Greykeep were rough and broken, cut through with ravines and dense thickets of thornwood. Good country for refugees, terrible country for an army. Even an army of the dead had to contend with basic geography.

Sera walked near the rear of the column, her eyes constantly scanning the darkness behind them. Lieutenant Gareth moved beside her, a compact man with a scarred face and steady hands. He had served under her for five years, and she trusted his judgment more than most.

"How many did we lose in the retreat?" Sera asked quietly.

"Fifty-three," Gareth replied, his voice flat. "Some fell to the Legion during the evacuation. Others... couldn't keep up once we hit the hills."

Sera's jaw tightened. That meant roughly two hundred and fifty remained. A tenth of Greykeep's original garrison. The mathematics of defeat were brutal and precise.

"The wounded?" she asked.

"Forty-seven walking wounded. Another dozen being carried on litters." Gareth paused. "Commander, some of them won't make it to dawn. The ones being carried... they're slowing us down."

It was not a suggestion, but Sera heard the unspoken question anyway. Should they leave the dying behind? It would be the practical choice. The tactical choice. Every minute they delayed gave the Legion time to catch up.

"We carry them," Sera said. "All of them. We don't leave our people for those things."

Gareth nodded without argument. He had expected that answer. "Yes, Commander."

They walked in silence for a moment, then Gareth spoke again, his voice carefully neutral. "Lord Commander Thorne. Did he...?"

"He fell defending the breach," Sera said, and her voice sounded distant even to her own ears. "He bought us the time we needed."

It was the truth, if not the whole truth. She didn't tell Gareth about that last glimpse through the closing gate. Some horrors were too personal to share.

"He was a good man," Gareth said. "A good commander."

"Yes," Sera agreed. "He was."

They continued their march through the pre-dawn darkness. Around them, the survivors moved in grim silence. There was no conversation, no questions, barely even the sound of weeping. Shock and exhaustion had numbed them to a state beyond emotion. They simply walked because stopping meant dying.

As the eastern sky began to lighten, Sera called a halt on a ridge that overlooked the valley they had crossed. The survivors collapsed where they stood, too tired even to make camp properly. Sera posted sentries and allowed herself to turn and look back toward Greykeep.

The fortress still burned in the distance, a beacon of orange flame against the gray dawn. Even from five miles away, she could see the smoke rising in thick columns. Greykeep had stood for three hundred years, guardian of the borderlands, bulwark against invasion. Now it was rubble and ash.

Other survivors joined her on the ridge, drawn by some collective need to witness what they had lost. No one spoke. They simply stood and watched their home die.

"My family," someone said quietly. A young soldier—Sera thought his name was Petran—stood with tears streaming down his soot-stained face. "My family was in Greytown. The village at the fortress's base. They were supposed to evacuate yesterday, but my mother... she wouldn't leave. Said she was too old to run."

Sera had no words of comfort. Greytown would have been the Legion's first target after taking the fortress. If Petran's family had still been there...

"I'm sorry," she said, because there was nothing else to say.

"For what?" Petran's voice cracked. "You didn't kill them. You tried to save us. It's just..." He gestured helplessly at the burning horizon. "What's the point? They'll keep coming. They'll take the next fortress, and the next, and the next. How do you fight something that can't be stopped?"

It was the same question that had haunted Sera through the night. She still had no answer.

"We fight because we must," she said finally. "Because the alternative is to lie down and die, and I'm not ready to do that yet."

"But you can't win," Petran said. "Can you?"

Sera looked at the young soldier—barely twenty, she guessed, with his whole life ahead of him if the world would only allow it. She thought about lying, about offering false hope. But these people had earned the truth.

"I don't know," she admitted. "I've never seen anything like the Legion. Never heard of anything like it in all the military histories. An enemy that turns your dead against you, that never tires, never retreats, never stops..." She shook her head. "I don't know how to fight that."

"Then we're doomed," someone else said. A woman's voice, bitter with exhaustion.

"Maybe," Sera said. "But we're not dead yet. And while we live, we fight. We warn the other kingdoms. We buy time for evacuations. We do whatever we can for as long as we can." She turned to face the gathered survivors. "Greykeep fell, but we did not. We're still here. Still standing. That means something."

"Does it?" Petran asked. "Does it really?"

Before Sera could answer, one of the sentries shouted: "Movement! East ridge!"

Every head turned. Every hand went to a weapon. Sera's heart hammered as she scanned the indicated direction, expecting to see the blue fire of undead eyes, the inexorable march of corpses.

Instead, she saw refugees.

They came in small groups and scattered individuals, stumbling through the hills with the same desperate exhaustion that marked Greykeep's survivors. Civilians from the surrounding villages, soldiers from outlying posts, anyone who had managed to flee the Legion's advance.

"Stand down," Sera ordered. "They're not hostile. Gareth, organize collection parties. Get those people up here, find out what they know."

Over the next hour, perhaps another hundred refugees found their way to the ridge. Each brought the same story: villages burned, families scattered, the Deathless Legion advancing like a plague. The pattern was always the same. The Legion would appear, overwhelming any defense through sheer numbers and their terrible immortality. They would kill everyone they could catch, then raise the dead to swell their ranks before moving on.

An old man named Willem, who had been the mayor of Crosswater village, provided the most chilling intelligence.

"It's not random," he said, sitting by one of the small fires the survivors had finally managed to light. His hands trembled as he accepted a cup of water from Sera. "The Legion's movements. They're not just wandering or raiding. They're executing a campaign."

"What do you mean?" Sera asked, crouching beside him.

"I was a soldier once, forty years back," Willem explained. "I remember how armies move, how strategy works. The Legion is pushing west in a coordinated advance. Three columns, all moving at the same pace, all targeting key defensive positions." He pulled a crude map from his pocket, drawn on the back of what looked like a merchant's ledger. "See? They took Northwatch Keep two weeks ago. Greykeep yesterday. And if the pattern holds..."

He traced his finger along the map, and Sera's blood ran cold.

"Ironvale Fortress," she said. "They're going for Ironvale next."

"Within three days, I'd wager," Willem confirmed. "And after that, there's nothing between them and Ravencrest except open farmland. The capital will be under siege within the month."

Sera stared at the map, her tactical mind racing. If Willem was right—and his analysis seemed sound—then the fall of Greykeep was not an isolated tragedy but part of a larger strategy. Maltherion was not simply conquering territory. He was systematically dismantling the kingdom's defenses, fortress by fortress, army by army.

And with each victory, his forces grew stronger while theirs grew weaker.

"We need to reach Ravencrest," Sera said, standing. "The king needs to know what's coming. Needs to know the truth about what we're facing."

"Will he listen?" Gareth asked skeptically. "The capital has never seen the Legion firsthand. They think this is just another border war. Greykeep was always supposed to hold."

"Greykeep held for twelve hours," Sera said bitterly. "The strongest fortress in the borderlands, and we couldn't last a day. The king needs to understand that. Needs to understand that conventional warfare means nothing against an enemy like this."

She turned to survey her ragged band of survivors. They looked back at her with hollow eyes, waiting for orders, waiting for purpose. She had kept them alive through the night, but now she needed to give them a reason to keep living.

"Listen to me," Sera called out, her voice carrying across the ridge. "I know you're exhausted. I know you're scared. I know many of you have lost everything—homes, families, friends. I've lost those things too."

She thought of Marcus, but forced the image away.

"But we're still alive," she continued. "And that means we still have a purpose. We need to reach Ravencrest. Need to warn the king about what's coming. Every hour we delay is an hour the capital has less to prepare. Every piece of intelligence we bring might save hundreds of lives."

"You want us to march?" a woman asked incredulously. "Commander, half of us can barely stand."

"I know," Sera said. "But the Legion won't wait for us to rest. They're probably already marching on Ironvale. If we don't warn Ravencrest, if we don't give them time to evacuate the civilians and prepare defenses, then everyone we lost at Greykeep died for nothing."

She let that sink in for a moment, watching the survivors process her words.

"I'm not ordering anyone to come," she said. "You've already given more than anyone should have to give. If you want to head for the countryside, find some isolated village and try to wait out the war, I won't stop you. But I'm going to Ravencrest. I'm going to report what happened at Greykeep. I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure this doesn't happen to anyone else."

For a long moment, no one spoke. Then Gareth stepped forward.

"I'm with you, Commander," he said simply.

"Me too," said Petran, the young soldier who had wept for his family. His eyes were red-rimmed but determined. "Someone needs to pay for what happened. Maybe that someone is Maltherion. Maybe it's whoever let this war get this far. But I'm going to live long enough to see them answer for it."

Others stepped forward. Not all of them—some were too wounded, too traumatized, too broken by what they had endured. But most. Perhaps two hundred of the original survivors plus fifty of the refugees. It was not an army. It was barely a company. But it was something.

"We rest here for two hours," Sera decided. "Tend to the wounded, redistribute supplies, get what sleep you can. Then we march for Ravencrest. It's a week's journey under normal circumstances. We'll do it in five days."

"That's a brutal pace, Commander," Gareth observed quietly.

"The alternative is arriving too late," Sera replied. "I'd rather arrive exhausted than arrive to find Ravencrest's gates already breached."

As the survivors settled in for their brief rest, Sera found herself drawn back to the ridge, back to the view of burning Greykeep. The sun had fully risen now, and in the morning light, she could see more details. The western tower had collapsed. The main keep had lost its roof. The outer walls were breached in three places.

A fortress that had stood for three centuries, reduced to ruins in less than a day.

Willem joined her, moving with the careful deliberation of old age.

"You did well back there," he said. "Giving them purpose. People can endure anything if they have a reason."

"I hope I'm right," Sera said. "I hope warning Ravencrest actually makes a difference."

"Even if it doesn't, you gave them hope," Willem said. "That's worth something."

"Is it?" Sera asked. "Or am I just leading them toward another slaughter?"

"That's the burden of command," Willem said gently. "You make the best choice you can with the information you have, and you live with the consequences. Lord Commander Thorne taught you well."

Sera flinched at the name, and Willem noticed.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I heard he fell in the final defense. He was a good man."

"He was," Sera said, her voice tight. "He was a good man, and a good commander, and he died buying time for people to escape. And now..." She stopped, unable to finish the thought.

"Now he's one of them," Willem finished quietly. "I'm sorry, child. That's a hard thing to carry."

"I watched him rise," Sera said, the words spilling out before she could stop them. "Through the gate, as we were closing it. I saw the blue fire in his eyes. Saw him move with the others. He's still out there, walking with the Legion, and there's nothing left of the man he was."

"You don't know that," Willem said. "The dead are... we don't understand how Maltherion's magic works. Maybe some part of him remains. Maybe—"

"Don't," Sera interrupted. "Please don't give me false hope. I saw his eyes. There was nothing there. Nothing human. Whatever Marcus was, whatever we were to each other... it's gone. He's gone."

Willem was quiet for a moment, then placed a weathered hand on her shoulder.

"Then honor his sacrifice by doing what he died for," he said. "Get these people to safety. Warn the capital. Fight this enemy with everything you have. That's how you keep him alive—not in flesh, but in purpose."

Sera nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The old man was right, of course. There was no time for grief, no space for mourning. She had responsibilities. People depending on her. A mission to complete.

She could fall apart later. If there was a later.

"Two hours of rest," she said, straightening her shoulders. "Then we march."

As the sun climbed higher, Sera made her rounds among the survivors, checking on the wounded, speaking with the officers, ensuring supplies were distributed fairly. It was routine work, the mundane details of command, but it gave her something to focus on besides the memories that threatened to overwhelm her.

She found one of the healers—a middle-aged woman named Elissa who had served as Greykeep's senior physician—tending to a soldier with a deep gash across his chest.

"How are the wounded?" Sera asked.

Elissa didn't look up from her work, her hands moving with practiced efficiency as she stitched the wound closed.

"Fifteen won't survive the day," she said bluntly. "Another ten might make it if we move slowly and carefully, but forced march conditions..." She shook her head. "They'll die on the road."

"I understand," Sera said quietly. "Do what you can for them. Make them comfortable."

"Comfortable," Elissa repeated with bitter humor. "Commander, I have three rolls of bandages, a half-empty bottle of spirits for cleaning wounds, and a prayer book. I'm not sure 'comfortable' is in my repertoire right now."

"Then do what you can," Sera said. "That's all any of us can do."

She moved on, but Elissa's words stayed with her. Twenty-five people who wouldn't survive. Twenty-five more deaths to add to the thousands who had already fallen. The arithmetic of war was inexorable—every battle, every retreat, every decision carried a cost measured in lives.

When the two hours were up, Sera gave the order to move out. The column formed up with the wounded in the center, the strongest soldiers at the front and rear, and began the long march toward Ravencrest.

They moved through the hills at a punishing pace, stopping only briefly every few hours for water and rest. True to Elissa's prediction, the wounded began to die. Some simply collapsed and didn't rise. Others developed fever from infected wounds and had to be left behind with what little medicine could be spared. Each death was a small tragedy, but Sera couldn't afford to stop. The living needed her more than the dead.

By the second day, they descended from the hills into the borderlands proper. The countryside here was different from the war-torn regions around Greykeep—green and peaceful, with farms and villages that had not yet seen battle. Sera found the normalcy almost offensive. How could crops still grow and chickens still peck in farmyard dirt when the world was ending just a few miles east?

But the presence of civilization also meant supplies. Sera authorized the requisitioning of food, water, and medical supplies from the villages they passed, always leaving payment or promissory notes even when the locals protested. She would not turn her soldiers into bandits, no matter how desperate their situation.

The villagers were skeptical at first, disbelieving of the stories about the Deathless Legion. Sera couldn't blame them. If she hadn't seen it herself, she wouldn't have believed it either.

"An army of walking corpses?" the mayor of Greenhollow scoffed when Sera tried to warn him. "Commander, I think your people are traumatized. They've confused a harsh battle with something supernatural."

Sera wanted to grab the man by his collar and drag him east, force him to see the truth. But she had no time for convincing skeptics.

"Evacuate your village," she said flatly. "Load up wagons with whatever you can carry and head for Ravencrest. You have three days, maybe four, before the Legion reaches you."

"I'm not abandoning my home based on camp stories and hysteria," the mayor insisted.

"Then you'll die here," Sera said, and moved on. She had done what she could. The rest was up to them.

Not all the villagers were so stubborn. Many packed up their possessions and joined the refugee column, swelling Sera's numbers but also slowing her pace. By the third day, she was leading not just soldiers but a sprawling mass of civilians—farmers and craftsmen, children and elderly, people who had never held a weapon but could no longer pretend the war wasn't coming for them.

On the fourth day, they saw the smoke.

It rose from the east, multiple columns reaching toward the sky. Sera knew immediately what it meant: villages burning. The Legion had moved faster than Willem predicted. They were already sweeping through the borderlands, and the civilian population was caught unprepared.

The refugees in Sera's column saw the smoke too, and panic rippled through the crowd. People began to run, abandoning carts and possessions in their haste to get away. Sera had to use her soldiers to restore order, physically blocking the road until people calmed down enough to move in an organized fashion.

"The smoke is miles away," she called out. "We have time. But only if we stay together and move smart. Panic kills as surely as steel."

It took an hour to get the column moving again, and Sera lost count of how many times she had to personally intervene to prevent stampedes or convince terrified families not to split off into the wilderness.

By nightfall on the fourth day, they crested a hill and finally saw it: Ravencrest, the capital city, sprawling across the valley below like a jewel on velvet. Its white walls gleamed in the setting sun, and the king's palace rose from the city's heart, towers and spires reaching toward the heavens.

It looked peaceful. Untouched. A world away from the horrors Sera had witnessed.

"We made it," Gareth said, coming to stand beside her. "Four and a half days. Better than you predicted."

"We made it," Sera agreed. But looking down at the peaceful city, she felt no relief. Only dread.

Because Ravencrest had no idea what was coming. They had never faced the Legion. They didn't understand what it meant to fight an enemy that couldn't be killed, that turned your every loss into their victory.

They didn't know that every military doctrine, every tactical principle, every rule of warfare became meaningless when the dead rose to fight for your enemy.

And Sera was going to have to tell them. Going to have to convince them that the impossible was real and that their entire way of life was about to end.

"Come on," she said wearily. "Let's go see if anyone will listen."

As the survivors began their final descent toward Ravencrest, Sera took one last look back at the eastern horizon. The smoke from burning villages was visible even in the growing darkness, a smudge of shadow against the twilight sky.

The Legion was coming. Maltherion's army of the dead was marching west with inexorable certainty. And nothing—not stone walls, not brave soldiers, not military genius—had been able to stop them.

Sera had survived Greykeep's fall. She had led refugees across hostile territory. She had done her duty.

But as she descended toward the capital city, one thought echoed in her mind with the certainty of prophecy:

We cannot win this war. Not as we're fighting it now. Something has to change, or we're all going to die.

The question was: what could possibly change enough to matter?

Sera had no answer. But she knew that someone, somewhere, had to find one. Because the alternative was too terrible to contemplate.

The alternative was the end of everything.
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2 The Scholar's Discovery
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The Great Library of Thornhaven smelled of old paper, leather bindings, and the peculiar mustiness that came from housing ten thousand volumes in a building that had stood for four centuries. To Kaelen Vross, it was the scent of home.

He sat at his customary desk in the eastern reading room, surrounded by towers of books that threatened to topple with every slight movement. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air like tiny spirits. Outside, the city of Thornhaven went about its business—merchants hawking wares, children playing in the squares, smiths hammering at forges—but here, in this sanctuary of knowledge, the world was quiet.

Or it should have been.

"Kaelen, you've been at this for sixteen hours." Master Elowen stood at the end of his desk, arms crossed, her silver hair pulled back in its customary severe bun. She was the head librarian and had been Kaelen's mentor since he'd arrived at Thornhaven as a boy of twelve, orphaned and alone. "You need to sleep."

"I need to find an answer," Kaelen replied without looking up from the tome he was reading. Chronicles of the Blood Wars, Volume Seven: Tactics Against Superior Forces. His eyes were gritty with exhaustion, but his mind raced with desperate energy. "There has to be something. Some precedent. Some battle in history where an army faced an enemy that couldn't be defeated by conventional means."

"Kaelen—"

"Master Elowen, please." He finally looked up, and she must have seen something in his face because her expression softened. "Greykeep has fallen. Three other fortresses in the past month. The Deathless Legion is winning, and no one knows how to stop them. If there's an answer, it's in these books. It has to be."

Elowen was quiet for a moment, then sighed and moved to sit across from him. She was sixty-three years old and had spent forty of those years in this library. If anyone understood the desperation to find answers in ancient texts, it was her.

"You're assuming the answer exists," she said gently. "History may not have prepared us for this particular nightmare."

"Then history has failed us," Kaelen said, but there was no real heat in his words. He was too tired for anger. "The Deathless Legion... Master Elowen, they turn our own dead against us. Every soldier who falls becomes their soldier. How do you fight an enemy that grows stronger with every loss?"

"I don't know," Elowen admitted. "But I know that you won't find the answer if you collapse from exhaustion. Sleep for a few hours. The books will still be here when you wake."

Kaelen wanted to argue, but he knew she was right. His vision had started to blur an hour ago, and he'd caught himself reading the same passage three times without comprehending it. He was no use to anyone in this condition.

"Three hours," he conceded. "Then I'm coming back."

"Six hours," Elowen countered. "And a proper meal. You look like a skeleton."

"Four hours and breakfast."

"Five hours and lunch."

"Done." Kaelen managed a tired smile. This was an old dance between them—Elowen forcing him to take care of himself while he tried to negotiate down the requirements of basic human survival.

He stood, his joints protesting after so many hours of immobility, and began the process of organizing his research materials. It was a system that made sense only to him: books stacked by relevance, notes cross-referenced by topic, loose pages marked with strips of cloth in different colors to indicate priority.

As he reached for a particularly heavy volume on the third stack—Forgotten Legends of the First Age—his hand brushed against the bookshelf behind his desk. The wood felt odd under his fingers. Warmer than it should be, and slightly... textured? He paused, frowning.

"What is it?" Elowen asked.

"This shelf." Kaelen ran his hand along the dark wood, exploring the surface. "Something's strange about it."

He'd been working at this desk for twelve years, first as a student and then as a knight-scholar. He knew every grain and knot in the wood. But this... this was new.

Or rather, it had always been there, and he'd simply never noticed.

His fingers found a seam, barely visible in the wood's grain. Not a crack or flaw, but a deliberate line. He traced it, discovering it formed a rectangle about two feet wide and three feet tall, hidden in the ornate carvings that decorated the shelf.

"Master Elowen," Kaelen said slowly. "Have you ever noticed this?"

She came around the desk, squinting at where he was pointing. Her eyes, sharp despite her age, widened slightly.

"By the old gods," she murmured. "Is that a compartment?"

"I think so." Kaelen's heart had started to race, the exhaustion of moments before forgotten. Hidden compartments in ancient libraries were the stuff of stories, the kind of thing that happened to heroes in epic poems. Not to ordinary scholars in real life.

But then again, these were not ordinary times.

He explored the seam more carefully, looking for a mechanism or lock. His fingers found a small indentation, barely larger than a fingernail, hidden in one of the carved leaves that decorated the wood.

"Here," he said, and pressed.

Nothing happened for a moment. Then, with a soft click and the whisper of old hinges, the compartment swung open.

Inside was a single book.

It was smaller than most of the library's volumes, bound in dark leather that had cracked with age. No title marked its spine or cover. But when Kaelen carefully lifted it out, he felt a strange warmth emanating from it, as if the book itself was alive.

"Careful," Elowen warned. "Some old books are warded. Protection spells to prevent theft or damage."

But Kaelen felt no hostile magic, only that peculiar warmth and a sense of... anticipation? As if the book had been waiting for someone to find it.

He set it gently on his desk and opened the cover with reverent care.

The first page was blank except for a single line written in elegant script:

For those who seek when darkness rises

The handwriting was beautiful, precise, the work of someone who had taken great care with every letter. Kaelen turned the page and found himself looking at what appeared to be a title page:

The Prophecy of the Final Night As witnessed and recorded by High Mage Eldrin of Aethoria In the year 782 of the United Kingdom May the gods forgive what I have done

Kaelen's breath caught. Eldrin. He knew that name. Every scholar did. Eldrin the Wise, chief counselor to Aregor the Uniter, the greatest mage of the ancient world. He had lived eight hundred years ago, during the time when the seven kingdoms were forged into one.

And he had written a prophecy.

"Master Elowen," Kaelen said quietly. "I think you should see this."

She moved to stand beside him as he carefully turned to the next page. The text was written in the same elegant hand, but the words made Kaelen's skin prickle with a mixture of excitement and dread:

In the Age of Ashes, when hope has fled, When living men fear the walking dead, When the Endless One claims the mortal realm, And darkness rises to overwhelm,

Then shall the Deathless King awake, From sacred sleep his rest forsake, The one who conquered death before, Shall rise to settle the final score.

Beneath the hill where silver grass grows, Where ancient magic still ebbs and flows, The Uniter sleeps with his faithful guard, Waiting for the hour most hard.

When the Deathless rise in legion form, Only the Deathless King can weather the storm, For death cannot kill what does not die, And only the undying can defy.

Kaelen read the words three times, his mind racing. The Deathless King. The Uniter. The one who conquered death before.

It could only mean one person.

"Aregor," he whispered.

"Impossible," Elowen said, but her voice lacked conviction. "Aregor the Uniter died eight centuries ago."

"Did he?" Kaelen turned the page, finding more text—not poetry now, but detailed prose in Eldrin's precise hand:

I write these words in the aftermath of the Council's decision, and my hand trembles with the weight of what we have done. Aregor the Uniter—he who brought peace to the warring kingdoms, he who ended the Age of Blood—has become the very thing he swore to destroy. Power has corrupted him absolutely. The paranoia, the purges, the dark magic... he is no longer the man I served. He is a tyrant who will destroy everything he built if left unchecked.

And so we have put him to sleep.

It was the hardest decision of my life. To use forbidden magic, to imprison the man who was once my dearest friend, to seal him beneath Silverwatch Hill with his most loyal guards—guards who do not know, who must never know, what he became.

But I have seen the future. The gift of foresight is not a blessing but a curse, for I know what is coming. In eight hundred years, give or take a generation, a great darkness will rise. An enemy that cannot be killed by mortal means. An empire of death itself.

And only Aregor can stand against it.

This is the terrible truth I must bear alone: we need the tyrant we just defeated. The world will need him, even though releasing him may doom them to a different kind of tyranny. But at least they will live to regret it. At least they will have a chance.

I have left this prophecy hidden, to be found when the time is right. When the Deathless rise—and they will rise—someone must wake Aregor. Someone must release him from his enchanted sleep and pray that the monster I sealed away can be controlled.

May the gods forgive me for what I have done. And may they forgive those who follow these instructions, for they do not know what they wake.

Kaelen felt as if the ground had shifted beneath him. He sank into his chair, staring at the words.

Aregor the Uniter. The greatest king in history. He wasn't dead. He was sleeping. Waiting.

"This changes everything," he said.

"Or it changes nothing," Elowen countered, though she too looked shaken. "Kaelen, think about what you're reading. Eldrin himself—the man who knew Aregor best—warns against waking him. He calls him a tyrant. A monster."

"But he also says Aregor is the only one who can stand against the Deathless," Kaelen argued. He was already turning pages, looking for more information. "Master Elowen, we're losing this war. Greykeep fell in less than a day. The Legion is marching toward Ravencrest, and every military expert says we can't stop them. If there's even a chance—"

"A chance at what? Trading one tyrant for another?"

"A chance at survival!" Kaelen stood, the book clutched in his hands. "I understand Eldrin's warning. I do. But he also left this prophecy for a reason. He hid it so it could be found when it was needed. And Master Elowen... it's needed now."

She studied him for a long moment, her expression troubled.

"You're twenty-four years old," she said finally. "Brilliant, yes. Dedicated, absolutely. But you're young, Kaelen. You still believe in heroes and prophecies and destiny. The world is more complicated than the stories we read."

"I know that," Kaelen said, though part of him wondered if he truly did. "But sometimes the stories are real. Sometimes the prophecies come true. And sometimes the world really does need a hero, even if that hero is flawed."

He turned back to the book, reading more of Eldrin's notes. The mage had been thorough, documenting not just the prophecy but practical information: the location of Silverwatch Hill, the nature of the seals that bound Aregor, the ritual that would be required to wake him.

And warnings. So many warnings.

The Uniter will not be grateful for his rescue. He will not see himself as a tyrant who needed to be stopped. He will believe his sleep was a betrayal by those too weak to do what was necessary. He will seek to reclaim his throne and impose his vision of order on the world.

But he can be controlled. The seals we placed upon him include bindings, limitations to his power. He cannot directly harm those of royal blood. He cannot break certain oaths once given. These bindings may not hold forever—no magic does—but they should hold long enough to use him against the Deathless.

The key is finding someone he will listen to. Someone with the authority to command him, if only temporarily. Someone who understands both the necessity and the danger.

Kaelen read and reread every word, his mind already racing ahead to implications and possibilities. This was it. This was the answer he'd been searching for. Not in tactics or strategy or military innovation, but in magic and prophecy and the resurrection of a legendary king.

He became aware that Elowen was speaking and forced himself to focus.

"—cannot simply march up to the king and announce you've found a prophecy about waking an ancient tyrant," she was saying. "They'll think you've gone mad."

"Then I need proof," Kaelen said. "Corroboration. Other sources that confirm the prophecy's truth."

"Kaelen—"

"Please, Master Elowen." He met her eyes. "I'm not being reckless. I understand the risks. But I also understand what's at stake. If we do nothing, the Deathless Legion will destroy everything. Every kingdom, every city, every person. We'll all be dead or worse than dead—risen as slaves to Maltherion's will."

He gestured to the book. "This offers hope. Maybe it's a desperate hope. Maybe it's a dangerous hope. But it's more than we have right now, which is no hope at all."

Elowen was quiet for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Finally, she sighed.

"You have your mother's stubbornness," she said. "She would have done the same thing."

Kaelen felt a pang at the mention of his mother. She had died when he was ten, taken by a fever that no healer could cure. His father had followed a year later, lost to grief and despair. Elowen had taken in the orphaned boy and raised him in the library, giving him purpose and hope when he had none.

"Would she have approved?" he asked quietly.

"She would have been terrified for you," Elowen said. "But yes, I think she would have approved. Your mother believed in doing what was right, even when it was dangerous. Especially when it was dangerous."

She moved to one of the nearby shelves, her fingers trailing along the spines until she found what she was looking for. She pulled down three volumes and set them on Kaelen's desk.

"If you're going to do this—and I can see that you are—then do it properly. Histories of the United Kingdom, Geography of Sacred Sites, and Legends of the Sleeping Hero. Cross-reference everything. Make sure the prophecy aligns with known facts. And for the love of all that's holy, get some sleep first. You'll need your wits about you."

Kaelen felt a surge of gratitude. Elowen was giving him her blessing, in her own cautious way.

"Thank you," he said. "I won't let you down."

"Don't thank me yet," she replied. "If this goes wrong—if you wake something that destroys the world—you'll wish I'd stopped you."

"If I do nothing and the world ends anyway, I'll wish I'd tried."

Elowen nodded slowly. "Fair enough. Now go. Sleep. Eat. Come back in five hours with a clear head. Then we'll see if your prophecy holds up to scrutiny."

Kaelen wanted to argue, wanted to dive into the research immediately, but he knew she was right. He was useless in his current state. So he carefully closed Eldrin's book, gathered his essential notes, and headed for his small apartment above the library.

But as he walked through Thornhaven's evening streets, he found himself unable to stop thinking about what he'd discovered. Aregor the Uniter, sleeping beneath a sacred hill. Waiting for the hour of greatest need.

That hour had come.

The question was: would the cure prove worse than the disease?

Eldrin's warnings echoed in Kaelen's mind, but so did the prophecy's promise. Only the Deathless King can stand against the Deathless Legion.

Tomorrow, he would verify everything. He would cross-reference, confirm, and prepare his case. And then he would take his findings to King Aldric Ravenwing and convince him that the impossible was not only possible but necessary.

He would wake the Sleeping King.

And he would save the world.

Or doom it.

Time would tell which.

Kaelen woke to the sound of bells ringing the noon hour. He sat up in his narrow bed, disoriented for a moment, before memory crashed back. The prophecy. Eldrin's book. Aregor the Uniter, sleeping beneath Silverwatch Hill.

He had slept for seven hours, not the five he'd promised Elowen. His body had simply refused to wake earlier, exhaustion claiming him the moment his head touched the pillow. But now he felt clearheaded, energized, ready to tackle the mountain of research ahead.

He dressed quickly, wolfed down yesterday's bread with cheese, and practically ran back to the library.

Elowen was waiting for him at his desk, the three volumes she'd selected already open to marked pages. A pot of tea sat steaming beside them—her way of ensuring he'd at least drink something besides ink and determination.

"Seven hours and twenty minutes," she said without looking up. "I was about to send someone to check if you'd died."

"Sorry," Kaelen said, sliding into his chair. "My body staged a rebellion."

"Good. It has more sense than you do." She pushed the teacup toward him. "Drink. Then look at what I've found."

Kaelen obeyed, taking a grateful sip of the strong black tea before turning his attention to the books. Elowen had marked passages with her characteristic precision, using different colored ribbons to indicate relevance and priority.

"Histories of the United Kingdom, Volume Three," she said, tapping the first book. "Written by the royal chronicler during Aregor's reign. It confirms the broad strokes of what you read last night. Aregor united the seven kingdoms through a combination of military genius and diplomatic brilliance. The Age of Blood ended. Peace reigned for thirty years."

"But?" Kaelen prompted, because there was always a 'but' with Elowen.

"But the final decade of his reign is... poorly documented. The chronicler mentions 'a period of necessary security measures' and 'temporary restrictions for the good of the realm.' The language is evasive, which usually means something terrible was happening that no one wanted to write down."

Kaelen read the marked passages, noting the euphemisms. "Necessary security measures" could mean anything from increased border patrols to mass executions. "Temporary restrictions" might be curfews or might be the suppression of all dissent.

"The last entry about Aregor," Elowen continued, "says simply: 'In the fortieth year of his reign, King Aregor the Uniter was laid to rest beneath Silverwatch Hill, his passing marked by both grief and relief. May his sacrifice be honored always.'"

"'Grief and relief,'" Kaelen repeated. "Strange words for a beloved king's death."

"Very strange. But consistent with Eldrin's account—that Aregor had become a tyrant who needed to be stopped." Elowen moved to the second book. "Geography of Sacred Sites. This one confirms that Silverwatch Hill exists and has long been considered a place of power."

She read aloud: "'Silverwatch Hill, located in the northern reaches of what was once the Kingdom of Thornmarch, has been sacred ground since before recorded history. The hill is topped with standing stones arranged in a perfect circle, and the grass that grows there remains silver-green throughout all seasons, never dying even in the deepest winter. Local legends claim the hill is hollow, containing a tomb of great significance, though no entrance has ever been found.'"

"'No entrance has ever been found,'" Kaelen mused. "Or perhaps it's simply well hidden. Sealed by magic, as Eldrin described."

"Perhaps." Elowen's tone was carefully neutral. "The third book is where things get interesting. Legends of the Sleeping Hero."

This was a slim volume, more folklore than history, but Kaelen had learned that legends often contained kernels of truth. He read where Elowen pointed:

"'Among the common folk of the northern provinces, there persists a tale of the Sleeping King. The story goes that the greatest king in history did not die but was placed in an enchanted sleep beneath a sacred hill, waiting for the hour when the kingdom needs him most. On that day, it is said, the king will wake with his loyal guard and save the realm from destruction. However, some versions of the tale carry a darker warning: beware the sleeping king, for what was put to rest was put to rest for a reason.'"

Kaelen felt a chill run down his spine. Even in folklore, the warning persisted. But so did the hope.

"Three separate sources," he said, organizing his thoughts aloud the way he always did when working through complex problems. "History confirms Aregor's reign and mysterious end. Geography confirms Silverwatch Hill exists as a place of power. Folklore preserves the knowledge that something important sleeps there."

"But none of it proves the prophecy is real," Elowen pointed out. "None of it proves that waking Aregor is the right choice."

"No," Kaelen admitted. "But it proves it's possible. That's more than we had yesterday."

He spent the next several hours cross-referencing everything he could find. He pulled dusty volumes on ancient magic, military histories of the United Kingdom, genealogies of the royal bloodlines, even weather patterns around Silverwatch Hill (the silver grass really did stay green year-round, according to multiple sources).

The more he read, the more the pieces fit together. Aregor had been real. His transformation into a tyrant had been real. His entombment beneath Silverwatch Hill had been real. And if all of that was real, then Eldrin's prophecy about the Deathless rising might be real too.

"There's one more thing you should see," Elowen said, interrupting his research late in the afternoon. She placed a very old book on his desk—so old that the leather binding was crumbling. "I found this in the restricted section. The Council of Eldrin, written by one of the High Mage's apprentices shortly after his death."

She opened it to a marked passage, and Kaelen read:

"'Master Eldrin's final years were consumed by visions of the future. The gift of foresight, which had once served him so well, became a torment. He saw darkness rising, an enemy against which all our knowledge would be useless. In his last days, he spoke of a terrible choice—that the evil we had sealed away would be needed to fight a greater evil yet to come. He called it "the tyrant's paradox"—that absolute power corrupts absolutely, but sometimes only absolute power can save what needs saving.'"

"'He died before he could fully explain his visions, taking much of his knowledge to the grave. But he left instructions: certain texts were to be hidden, certain prophecies sealed away, to be found only by those desperate enough to search for them. He said, and I quote: "When all conventional wisdom fails, when the rules of war no longer apply, when death itself becomes the enemy, then and only then will someone be desperate enough to find what I have hidden. And may the gods give them wisdom to use it well."'"

Kaelen sat back in his chair, his mind reeling. It was all there. The prophecy, the warning, the solution. Eldrin had foreseen this crisis eight hundred years ago and left them a way forward. A dangerous way, a potentially catastrophic way, but a way nonetheless.

"I have to tell the king," he said.

"Are you certain?" Elowen asked. "Once you do this, Kaelen, there's no taking it back. You'll be setting events in motion that may end in disaster."

"I'm certain that doing nothing guarantees disaster," Kaelen replied. He gathered his notes, organizing them into a coherent presentation. "The Deathless Legion is coming. If we don't find a way to stop them, everyone dies. This prophecy offers hope."

"Hope," Elowen repeated softly. "Or false promise."

"There's only one way to find out."

It took another hour to prepare his case properly. Kaelen was a scholar first and foremost—he knew how to construct an argument, how to present evidence, how to anticipate counterarguments. By the time he was finished, he had a portfolio of documents that would, he hoped, convince even the most skeptical listener.

The challenge would be getting an audience with King Aldric Ravenwing. The king did not typically meet with junior scholars, no matter how urgent their business.

But Kaelen had one advantage: his status as a knight-scholar. It was a rare designation, granted to those who had proven themselves worthy through both academic achievement and practical service. Kaelen had earned his knight-scholarship three years ago after developing new supply chain logistics that had saved the kingdom a fortune. It was unglamorous work, but it had given him a title and, more importantly, the right to request audience with the crown on matters of national importance.

He penned a formal request, sealed it with his scholar's signet, and sent it to the palace via courier. Then he waited.

The response came faster than he expected—a royal page arrived at the library just after sunset with a summons. King Aldric would see him the following morning, first thing.

Kaelen barely slept that night. He rehearsed his arguments, anticipated objections, refined his presentation. He knew he would have one chance to make his case. If he failed, if the king dismissed him as a fantasist or a fool, then the prophecy would remain unfulfilled and the world would face the Deathless Legion without its only potential weapon.

No pressure, he thought wryly as he dressed in his finest clothes the next morning—the formal attire of a knight-scholar, complete with the silver pin that marked his rank.

Elowen met him at the library's entrance.

"You look terrified," she observed.

"I am terrified," Kaelen admitted. "I'm about to tell the king that his only hope is to wake up an ancient tyrant who nearly destroyed the world once already."

"You're about to present the results of thorough research and offer a possible solution to an impossible problem," Elowen corrected. She adjusted his collar with the fussiness of a mother seeing her child off to something important. "Remember: you're not trying to convince him to act immediately. You're trying to convince him to consider the possibility. That's all."

"That's all," Kaelen repeated, though they both knew it was much more than that.

"I'm proud of you," Elowen said quietly. "Whatever happens. Your mother would be proud too."

Kaelen felt his throat tighten. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and headed for the palace.

Ravencrest Palace sat at the heart of the capital city, a sprawling complex of white stone and soaring towers. Kaelen had been here before—his work on supply logistics had required several meetings with royal administrators—but he'd never been summoned to the throne room itself.

The palace guards checked his credentials, verified his summons, and escorted him through marble corridors hung with tapestries depicting the kingdom's history. He saw scenes of Aregor's conquests, his unification of the kingdoms, his coronation as the first emperor of United Aethoria. The irony was not lost on him—he was walking past images of the man he hoped to resurrect while on his way to convince the current king to do so.

The throne room was designed to impress and intimidate in equal measure. The ceiling soared fifty feet overhead, painted with elaborate frescoes. Tall windows let in streams of morning light. And at the far end, on a raised dais, sat King Aldric Ravenwing.

He was younger than Kaelen had expected—perhaps forty, with dark hair just beginning to gray at the temples and sharp, intelligent eyes that missed nothing. He wore his crown like a burden rather than an ornament, and the expression on his face suggested he had already dealt with too many problems before breakfast.

Kaelen was not the only petitioner. The throne room held perhaps two dozen people: nobles, merchants, military officers, all waiting for an audience. A herald called names, and supplicants approached one by one to present their cases.

Finally: "Kaelen Vross, Knight-Scholar of Thornhaven."

Kaelen walked forward, acutely aware of every eye in the room watching him. He knelt before the throne, as protocol demanded, and waited to be acknowledged.

"Rise, Scholar Vross," King Aldric said. His voice was tired but not unkind. "Your request for audience mentioned 'matters of national urgency regarding the current war.' I confess you have my attention. We receive few urgent military insights from librarians."

There was a ripple of laughter from the assembled courtiers. Kaelen forced himself not to react. He had expected skepticism.

"Your Majesty," he began, "I have discovered information that may change our understanding of the war we face."

"Then by all means, share it," the king said. "Though I warn you, we have already heard every possible strategy for defeating the Deathless Legion. None have proven viable."

"That is because the Deathless Legion cannot be defeated by conventional means," Kaelen said. "Every military doctrine, every tactical principle, every rule of war becomes meaningless when fighting an enemy that turns your losses into their gains."

"I am aware," King Aldric said dryly. "Hence our current predicament. What solution do you propose that our military commanders have not already considered?"

Kaelen took a breath. This was it. The moment where he either saved the world or condemned himself to ridicule.

"I propose we wake Aregor the Uniter."

The throne room fell absolutely silent.

Then someone laughed. A single bark of disbelief, followed by murmurs of confusion and mockery.

"The Uniter died eight centuries ago," one of the nobles said. "Has the scholar been reading too many fairy tales?"

"Order," King Aldric said quietly, and the room fell silent again. He studied Kaelen with those sharp eyes. "Explain. Quickly."

Kaelen opened his portfolio and pulled out the first document—a careful copy he'd made of Eldrin's prophecy, the original being too precious to risk bringing to court.

"Your Majesty, yesterday I discovered a hidden text in the Great Library. A prophecy written by High Mage Eldrin, chief counselor to Aregor the Uniter. It describes our current crisis with impossible accuracy—an enemy of walking dead that cannot be defeated by conventional means. And it provides a solution."

He handed the copy to a court attendant, who brought it to the king. Aldric read it, his expression unreadable.

"This could be a forgery," he said finally.

"It could be," Kaelen agreed. "But I've spent the last day cross-referencing it against historical records, geographic surveys, and folklore. Every detail checks out. Silverwatch Hill exists. Aregor's final years show signs of tyranny that align with Eldrin's accounts. And the common folk have preserved legends of a sleeping king who will wake in the hour of greatest need."

He presented more documents, laying out his research with the precision of a legal brief. King Aldric read each one, his frown deepening.

"Even if this is true," the king said slowly, "Eldrin's own text warns against waking Aregor. He calls him a tyrant. A monster."

"He does," Kaelen acknowledged. "But he also says Aregor is the only one who can stand against the Deathless. Your Majesty, I'm not suggesting this is without risk. But what's the alternative? We've lost Greykeep, Northwatch, Ironvale, and half a dozen other fortresses. The Legion is marching toward Ravencrest. In three months, perhaps less, they'll be at our gates. And when that happens, we'll lose. Unless we have a weapon they don't expect."

"A weapon we can't control," one of the military commanders interjected. "Assuming this fantasy is real—and I'm not convinced it is—you're proposing we release an ancient tyrant and hope he doesn't turn on us?"

"I'm proposing we release a legendary king and give him a reason to fight for us," Kaelen countered. "Eldrin's notes indicate there are bindings on Aregor. Limitations. He can be controlled, at least temporarily."

"'At least temporarily,'" the king repeated. "How comforting."

"Your Majesty," Kaelen said, and he let the desperation he felt show in his voice. "I understand this sounds insane. I understand the risks. But I've seen the reports from Greykeep. I know what the Deathless Legion can do. If we continue fighting this war the way we have been, we will lose. Every military expert agrees. This prophecy offers hope. Dangerous hope, yes. But hope nonetheless."

King Aldric was quiet for a long moment, his eyes fixed on Eldrin's prophecy.

"Commander Thorne fell at Greykeep," he said finally, not looking up. "He was a good man. A brilliant tactician. He sent a dispatch the day before the attack, detailing his defensive strategy. He was confident they could hold for at least a week, maybe two. They fell in twelve hours."

The king looked up, and Kaelen saw the weight of failure in his eyes.

"We are losing this war," Aldric said. "Not slowly, not marginally, but absolutely. The refugees flood our gates daily. The other kingdoms are in chaos. And I have no solution to offer them except 'hold as long as you can and pray for a miracle.'"

He stood, descending from the throne to examine Kaelen more closely.

"You come to me with a prophecy and a legend and a desperate hope," the king said. "Part of me wants to dismiss you as a fool. But another part..." He gestured at the documents. "Another part wonders if fools and madmen are exactly what this crisis needs."

He turned to address the assembled court.

"I will consider this proposal. Scholar Vross, you are to remain in the palace. I want access to you and your research while my advisors and I evaluate this... situation. In three days, we will hold an emergency council to discuss next steps. Until then, no one speaks of this outside these walls. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," Kaelen said, relief and anxiety warring in his chest.

"Dismissed. All of you."

The court filed out, leaving Kaelen standing alone in the vast throne room with the king and two guards.

"Scholar Vross," King Aldric said quietly. "I hope you're right about this. Because if you're wrong, you may have just convinced me to doom the world in a completely new way."

"I hope I'm right too, Your Majesty," Kaelen said.

"Hope," the king repeated, the word heavy with irony. "That's all we have left, isn't it?"
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3 The Council of Desperation
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The council chamber was smaller than the throne room but no less imposing. A massive table of dark oak dominated the space, its surface scarred by centuries of use. Around it sat the most powerful people in the kingdom: military commanders, noble lords, religious leaders, and royal advisors. Maps covered every available wall, marked with flags and annotations that told the story of a losing war.

Kaelen stood near the door, technically present but not seated. He was here as a resource, not a participant. The three days since his audience with the king had been a blur of meetings with skeptical advisors, presentations to incredulous generals, and endless questions about his research. Now, finally, the emergency council would decide whether his discovery was salvation or fantasy.

King Aldric sat at the head of the table, his crown absent but his authority unmistakable. To his right sat High Priest Mordain, spiritual leader of the kingdom and a man whose disapproval radiated like heat from a forge. To his left, General Cassius Blackthorne, the kingdom's highest-ranking military officer and architect of their defensive strategy.

"Let us begin," King Aldric said, his voice cutting through the murmured conversations. "General Blackthorne, your report."

The general stood. He was in his sixties, gray-haired and weathered, with the bearing of a man who had spent his life on battlefields. He looked exhausted.

"Your Majesty, honored council members. The situation is worse than we feared." He moved to the largest map, pointing with a wooden marker. "As of this morning, we have confirmed the fall of seven major fortresses: Northwatch, Greykeep, Ironvale, Shadowkeep, Windmere, Thornguard, and as of yesterday, Westmarch."

A murmur of dismay rippled through the council. Westmarch had been thought secure.

"Of the seven kingdoms," Blackthorne continued, "three have fallen completely to the Legion's advance. The Kingdoms of Thornmarch, Greyvale, and Ironpeak are now enemy territory. Three kingdoms remain free: our own Ravencrest, Silverwood to the south, and the coastal Kingdom of Stormhaven. The seventh kingdom, Northreach, is under active siege and will likely fall within the week."

He paused, letting the information sink in.

"Our total military strength stands at approximately forty thousand soldiers, down from two hundred thousand at the war's beginning. We lose, on average, five hundred troops per day. The Deathless Legion's numbers are estimated at three hundred thousand and growing with every engagement."

"Growing because they raise our dead," Lord Castellan, one of the senior nobles, said bitterly. "Every soldier we lose becomes their soldier. It's mathematically impossible to win."

"It is mathematically impossible to win using conventional tactics," Blackthorne agreed. "Which brings us to the reason for this council. Your Majesty, with your permission?"

King Aldric nodded toward Kaelen. "Scholar Vross, present your findings."

Kaelen moved to the table, acutely aware of every eye on him. He spread out his documents—copies of Eldrin's prophecy, historical records, geographic surveys, and his own analysis.

"Honored council," he began, keeping his voice steady despite his nervousness. "Three days ago, I discovered a hidden text in the Great Library of Thornhaven. A prophecy written by High Mage Eldrin eight hundred years ago. It describes our current crisis and provides a solution."

He walked them through his evidence, just as he had for the king. The prophecy of the Deathless rising. The revelation that Aregor the Uniter was not dead but sleeping beneath Silverwatch Hill. The claim that only the "Deathless King" could stand against the Deathless Legion.

By the time he finished, the room had split into clear factions. Some leaned forward with desperate interest. Others sat back with arms crossed in skepticism or hostility.

"This is madness," High Priest Mordain said before anyone else could speak. His voice was deep and resonant, trained for preaching to crowds. "Aregor the Uniter is dead. Dead and buried. This... this fantasy about a sleeping king is nothing but old legends twisted by desperation."

"The legends exist for a reason," Kaelen countered. "Multiple independent sources—"

"Sources written by the superstitious and believed by the gullible," Mordain interrupted. "Your Majesty, I must protest this waste of the council's time. We face a real crisis that requires real solutions, not fairy tales and ancient prophecies."

"Ancient prophecies written by the greatest mage who ever lived," Kaelen shot back, unable to contain his frustration. "Eldrin was Aregor's chief counselor. He helped unite the kingdoms. His magical knowledge was unparalleled. Are we really dismissing him as superstitious and gullible?"

"We're dismissing a supposed prophecy that conveniently appeared exactly when we needed it most," said Lord Harrick, another noble. "How do we know this isn't a forgery? A desperate scholar manufacturing hope where none exists?"

"Because I've authenticated the text," said a new voice. Master Elowen stepped forward from where she'd been waiting in the shadows. She had insisted on coming, despite her usual aversion to politics. "I am Master Elowen, head librarian of Thornhaven, and I have spent forty years studying ancient texts. The book Scholar Vross found is genuine. The paper, ink, binding, and handwriting all date to Eldrin's time. The magical resonance in the text itself confirms its age and origin."

"Magical resonance?" High Priest Mordain said with open disdain. "You would have us trust magic? The very thing that has brought this plague of undead upon us?"

"Maltherion's necromancy is an abomination of magic," Elowen replied coolly. "But magic itself is neither good nor evil. It's a tool. And Eldrin's magic specifically worked to preserve knowledge and predict futures. This prophecy is authentic. Whether you choose to believe it is another matter."

"Believe it?" General Blackthorne had been studying the documents during the exchange. Now he looked up, his expression troubled. "The question isn't belief. The question is: even if this is true, is it wise? Eldrin's own words warn against waking Aregor. He calls him a tyrant. A monster that had to be stopped."

"A monster that had to be stopped because he became too powerful," said Lady Sareth, one of the younger nobles. "But too powerful is exactly what we need right now. We're not fighting a conventional enemy. We're fighting something that can't be killed by normal means. Maybe we need something equally abnormal to stop it."

"You're proposing we unleash one evil to fight another," High Priest Mordain said. "That is morally unconscionable."

"What's morally unconscionable is doing nothing while our people die," Lady Sareth fired back. "My province has absorbed ten thousand refugees in the past month. I've watched children starve because we don't have enough food. I've seen families torn apart, homes burned, entire villages erased. And you want to talk about moral philosophy?"

"Yes," Mordain said firmly. "Because if we abandon our morals to win this war, what have we won? A world ruled by a tyrant is not a world worth saving."

"A world where everyone is dead is worse," Lady Sareth retorted.

The argument escalated, voices rising as council members took sides. Kaelen watched it unfold with a mixture of hope and despair. At least they were taking the prophecy seriously enough to argue about it. But the division was stark—roughly half the council believed waking Aregor was too dangerous, while the other half saw it as their only chance.

"Enough," King Aldric said quietly, but the word carried such authority that the room fell silent. "We're not here to debate philosophy. We're here to make a decision that will determine whether this kingdom survives the next three months."

He stood, moving to the map wall and studying the marked positions of the Legion's advance.

"General Blackthorne, your professional assessment. Can we win this war through conventional means?"

The general's jaw tightened. "No, Your Majesty. We cannot. At our current rate of attrition, we'll be overrun within two months. Three at the outside."

"High Priest Mordain, your spiritual guidance. Is there divine intervention we might call upon?"

Mordain hesitated, clearly uncomfortable. "I... have prayed for guidance, Your Majesty. The gods are silent. Or perhaps we are not meant to survive this test."

"Not meant to survive," the king repeated flatly. "That's your spiritual counsel? To accept annihilation as the divine will?"

"I counsel faith in the gods, not in dark prophecies and sleeping tyrants," Mordain said defensively.

King Aldric turned to face the full council. "Then let me make the situation absolutely clear. We are losing this war. Not slowly, not marginally, but completely and irrevocably. Every strategy we've attempted has failed. Every battle we've fought has cost us more than our enemy. And the Legion is three weeks' march from Ravencrest's gates."

He let that sink in.

"When they arrive—and they will arrive—this city will fall. Not might fall. Will fall. I have asked every military expert, every tactical genius, every defensive specialist the same question: how do we hold Ravencrest against the Legion? And every single one has given me the same answer: we can't. Not for long."

The council chamber was utterly silent now.

"So here is what we face," the king continued. "We can continue fighting as we have been, knowing we will lose. We can attempt to evacuate the civilian population and abandon our cities, condemning millions to life as refugees with no homes to return to. Or we can pursue this prophecy, dangerous as it may be, because it offers something the other options do not: a chance."

"A chance at what, Your Majesty?" Lord Harrick asked. "Survival under a tyrant's rule?"

"Yes," King Aldric said bluntly. "Better a tyrant we might be able to control than an enemy that will kill or enslave every living person in the kingdom. At least with a tyrant, we live. We can work within that system, potentially reform it, eventually overthrow it if necessary. But if the Legion wins, there is no reform, no revolution, no hope. There is only death and undeath."

He returned to his seat but did not sit, instead standing behind his chair with his hands gripping the wood.

"I'm not asking you to like this option," he said. "I don't like it either. The idea of waking an ancient tyrant terrifies me. But I'm asking you to consider it honestly. To weigh the very real certainty of our destruction against the potential danger of this solution."

"And if Eldrin's warnings are accurate?" General Blackthorne asked. "If we wake Aregor and he turns on us?"

"Then we face two enemies instead of one," the king admitted. "But Eldrin also wrote that Aregor can be controlled through bindings and limitations. Scholar Vross, explain those mechanisms."

Kaelen cleared his throat, grateful to be back on solid scholarly ground. "According to Eldrin's notes, they placed specific magical bindings on Aregor before his entombment. He cannot directly harm anyone of royal blood. He cannot break certain oaths once given. And most importantly, his power is tied to the world's magical currents—if those are disrupted or sealed, his abilities diminish accordingly."

"So we'd have leverage," Lady Sareth said. "Ways to control him."

"Temporary leverage," High Priest Mordain interjected. "Eldrin himself says the bindings may not hold forever. We could wake a monster, use him to defeat the Legion, and then find ourselves facing an even worse threat."

"One crisis at a time, Mordain," said Commander Helena Vance, one of the younger military officers. She had been quiet until now, but her voice carried weight. "I was at Ironvale when it fell. I watched the Deathless climb our walls. I saw my soldiers die and rise again as enemies. If there's even a chance this prophecy is real, we have to take it. Because the alternative is watching that happen to every city in every kingdom."

"Commander Vance speaks truth," said another voice. Kaelen turned to see a woman in travel-stained armor standing near the door. She must have entered during the debate. Something about her bearing suggested military experience, and the haunted look in her eyes spoke of recent trauma.

"And you are?" King Aldric asked.

"Commander Sera Blackwood, Your Majesty. Previously of Greykeep fortress." She moved into the room, and Kaelen saw other council members recoil slightly, as if her proximity to recent horror made her contagious. "I arrived at Ravencrest two days ago with what remains of Greykeep's garrison. Perhaps two hundred survivors out of two thousand. I've been debriefed by military intelligence, but this is my first opportunity to address the council directly."

"Then address us, Commander," the king said. "Tell us what you witnessed."

Sera moved to the map, her finger tracing the location of Greykeep.

"The Legion hit us at dawn. Tens of thousands of them. We held the outer walls for four hours. The inner walls for eight more. Then they breached our defenses with some kind of explosive magic, and it was over." Her voice was flat, emotionless, but Kaelen heard the control it took to maintain that tone. "We fought well. We used every tactic in the manual. It made no difference."

She turned to face the council.

"The Deathless don't tire. They don't fear. They don't retreat. You can cut them down, but unless you completely destroy the head or sever the spine, they get back up. And when your own soldiers fall, they rise as enemies. Every advantage we have as living fighters—morale, training, tactical flexibility—means nothing. Every advantage they have—numbers, tirelessness, the ability to replenish losses—is insurmountable."

"We're aware of the Legion's capabilities," General Blackthorne said quietly.

"Then you're aware that we cannot win," Sera said. "Not with conventional warfare. Not with any strategy we've tried. And I've heard every strategy. I've implemented them all. None of them work."

She looked directly at Kaelen.

"I don't know you, Scholar. I don't know if your prophecy is real or fantasy. But I know that what we're doing now isn't working. So yes, I support trying something different. Even something dangerous. Because dangerous is better than certain death."

The weight of her testimony hung in the air. This wasn't theory or philosophy—this was someone who had lived through the nightmare telling them there was no conventional path to victory.

"How many survivors did you bring, Commander?" Lady Sareth asked.

"Two hundred soldiers, give or take. Another three hundred refugees who joined us on the road. All of them traumatized. All of them having lost everything."

"And they're camped outside the city walls?"

"Yes, my lady. We didn't want to burden the capital with more refugees when you're already overwhelmed."

"You fought to save those people," Lady Sareth said. "That matters. Your testimony matters." She turned to the king. "Your Majesty, I vote to authorize the expedition. Find this Silverwatch Hill. Investigate whether the prophecy is real. If it is, wake Aregor. We have nothing to lose that we're not already losing."

"I vote against," High Priest Mordain said immediately. "This is blasphemy and foolishness. We should place our faith in the gods, not in dark prophecies."

"Your gods are silent while our people die," Commander Vance said harshly. "I vote in favor of the expedition."

"As do I," General Blackthorne said, surprising some council members. "I'm not saying I believe in sleeping kings and ancient prophecies. But I believe in exploring every possible option. Send a small team to investigate. If they find nothing, we've lost nothing. If they find something..." He shrugged. "Then we make another decision at that time."

The votes came quickly after that. Some enthusiastic, some reluctant, but the pattern was clear. The military officers voted in favor—they had seen the war firsthand. The younger nobles voted in favor—they had less invested in tradition and more in survival. The older nobles and religious leaders were split, some clinging to conventional wisdom, others desperate enough to try anything.

When the final count was tallied, it was fifteen in favor, seven against, with three abstentions.

King Aldric stood. "Then it's decided. We authorize an expedition to Silverwatch Hill to investigate Scholar Vross's findings. General Blackthorne, you will organize the logistics. Commander Blackwood, you will lead the military escort."

Sera blinked in surprise. "Your Majesty, I've only just arrived. Surely there are more qualified—"

"You've faced the Legion and survived," the king interrupted. "You understand what we're fighting. And you have nothing left to lose, which makes you dangerous in the best possible way. You'll keep the scholar alive long enough to determine if his prophecy is real."

He turned to Kaelen.

"Scholar Vross, you will accompany the expedition as chief researcher and translator. This is your discovery. You get to see it through."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Kaelen said, excitement and terror warring in his chest.

"The expedition will be small," King Aldric continued. "No more than twenty people total. We can't spare more. You will travel to Silverwatch Hill, investigate the site, and report your findings. If—and I emphasize if—you determine that Aregor truly sleeps there and can potentially be awakened, you will send for further instructions before taking any action. Is that clear?"

"Crystal clear, Your Majesty," Sera said.

"Good. You leave in three days. That should give you time to gather supplies and recruit anyone with specialized knowledge who might be useful." The king's expression hardened. "And Scholar Vross? If this turns out to be a fantasy, if we've wasted time and resources chasing a myth while the Legion advances... you will answer for it."

"I understand, Your Majesty," Kaelen said. "But I don't believe it's a fantasy. I believe this is our salvation."

"Then pray you're right," the king said. "Because if you're wrong, we're all dead anyway. This council is adjourned."

The council chamber emptied quickly after the king's dismissal, members filing out in small clusters, some still arguing in hushed voices. Kaelen stood by the table, gathering his documents with shaking hands. It was done. They were really going to do this. He was going to lead an expedition to find the Sleeping King.

The weight of it threatened to crush him.

"Scholar Vross."

He turned to find Commander Sera Blackwood standing a few feet away, arms crossed, studying him with an expression that managed to be both skeptical and wearily resigned.

"Commander," he said, straightening. "I... thank you for your testimony. It made the difference."

"Don't thank me," Sera said. "I didn't do it for you. I did it because I'm tired of watching good people die for nothing." She moved closer, and Kaelen caught the scent of woodsmoke and leather and something else—the indefinable smell of someone who had been too close to death too recently. "But let me be clear about something. I don't believe in prophecies. I don't believe in sleeping kings. I believe in steel and tactics and what I can see with my own eyes."

"Then why agree to lead the expedition?" Kaelen asked.

"Because the king ordered it. And because..." She paused, her jaw tightening. "Because I have nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. My home is gone. My people are dead. If there's even the smallest chance your legend is real, then I'll chase it. But I'm not doing it out of faith, Scholar. I'm doing it out of desperation."

"Fair enough," Kaelen said. "Though I'd argue desperation is its own kind of faith."

"Spare me the philosophy." Sera's tone wasn't unkind, just tired. "We leave in three days. I assume you've never been on a military expedition before?"

"No," Kaelen admitted. "I'm a scholar. My expeditions involve dusty archives and occasional trips to examine old ruins."

"Then here's your first lesson: pack light. We're moving fast through potentially hostile territory. Every extra pound is a burden." She counted off on her fingers. "Basic clothing, bedroll, whatever research materials you absolutely cannot live without. Nothing else."

"What about food? Water?"

"That's what the supply train is for. You worry about your books. I'll worry about keeping everyone alive." She started to turn away, then paused. "One more thing. When we're on the road, I'm in command. Not you. I make the tactical decisions. I determine when we camp, when we move, what risks we take. Understood?"

"Understood," Kaelen said. "Though if we actually find Silverwatch Hill and need to interpret the seals or understand the magic—"

"Then you talk and I listen," Sera finished. "I'm not an idiot, Scholar. I know when to defer to expertise. But on matters of survival and security, my word is law. Are we clear?"

"Crystal clear, Commander."

"Good." This time she did turn to leave, but Kaelen called after her.

"Commander Blackwood? May I ask you something?"

She stopped, looking back over her shoulder. "What?"

"At Greykeep. How did you..." He struggled to find the right words. "How did you keep going after everything fell apart?"

Sera was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice was softer than before.

"I didn't have a choice. People were depending on me. So I put one foot in front of the other and kept moving. That's all any of us can do." She met his eyes. "You're about to find out what that feels like, Scholar. Once we leave Ravencrest, people will be depending on you. Your prophecy, your research, your interpretation. Lives will hang on whether you're right. Can you handle that?"

"I don't know," Kaelen said honestly. "But I'm going to try."

"That's all I can ask." Sera nodded once and left.

Kaelen stood alone in the council chamber, surrounded by maps of a dying kingdom and the weight of impossible responsibility. He had wanted this—had argued for it, fought for it, believed in it with every fiber of his being. But now, faced with the reality of actually doing it, he felt small and inadequate.

"Second thoughts?" Master Elowen emerged from the shadows where she'd been waiting.

"Third and fourth thoughts," Kaelen admitted. "Master Elowen, what if I'm wrong? What if the prophecy is real but I've misinterpreted it? What if we wake Aregor and he's worse than the Legion?"

"Then we deal with that when it happens," Elowen said pragmatically. She moved to stand beside him, looking at the maps. "Kaelen, you've done everything right. You researched thoroughly. You presented your findings honestly. You acknowledged the risks. Now you have to follow through."

"I'm terrified," he confessed.

"Good. That means you understand the stakes." She placed a weathered hand on his shoulder. "But don't let fear paralyze you. You have three days to prepare. Use them wisely."

The next three days were a blur of activity. Kaelen returned to the library and carefully selected which texts to bring: Eldrin's original prophecy book, carefully wrapped in oilcloth; a detailed atlas of the northern territories; three volumes on ancient magic and binding spells; and his own extensive notes. Everything fit into a single pack, though it weighed more than he'd have liked.

Elowen helped him prepare, providing practical advice he'd never needed as a scholar: how to waterproof his materials, how to pack efficiently, how to protect books from the elements. She also gave him a small leather journal, blank except for an inscription on the first page in her elegant handwriting:

Record everything. If this succeeds or fails, history should know why.

Kaelen hugged her tightly, suddenly aware that he might not see her again.

"Come back safely," she said. "And bring me a good story."

"I'll do my best."

On the second day, Kaelen met with the other expedition members. Commander Blackwood had assembled a small group: fifteen soldiers from her surviving Greykeep garrison, two scouts who knew the northern territories, a healer named Elissa (the same physician who had treated wounded at Greykeep), and Kaelen himself. Twenty people total, as the king had specified.

"This is not an army," Sera told the assembled group. "We're a scouting party. Our mission is to investigate, not to fight. If we encounter the Legion, we avoid them. If we encounter bandits or raiders, we avoid them. We move fast, we stay quiet, and we get to Silverwatch Hill in one piece. Clear?"

"Clear, Commander," the soldiers responded in unison.

Kaelen noticed they all looked at Sera with something approaching reverence. These were the survivors of Greykeep—people who had followed her through hell and back. They trusted her absolutely.

He envied that trust. No one looked at him that way. To them, he was just the scholar with the wild theory who might be leading them on a fool's errand.

On the third day, as final preparations were being made, Kaelen was summoned to the palace one last time. He expected another meeting with the king or perhaps more instructions from General Blackthorne. Instead, he was led to a private study where King Aldric waited alone.

"Your Majesty," Kaelen said, bowing.

"Sit, Scholar. No formality needed here." The king gestured to a chair across from his own. Between them sat a small table with a bottle of wine and two glasses. "I thought we should speak before you leave. Man to man, not king to subject."

Kaelen sat, accepting a glass of wine though his hand trembled slightly.

"I want you to understand something," King Aldric said. "I authorized this expedition not because I believe in prophecies, but because I'm out of options. Every other path leads to certain destruction. Your prophecy at least offers uncertainty, which is better."

"I understand, Your Majesty."

"Do you?" The king leaned forward. "Kaelen—may I call you Kaelen?"

"Of course."

"Kaelen, if you're right about this, if Aregor truly sleeps beneath that hill, you will have found a weapon that could save the kingdom. But you will also have unleashed something we may not be able to control. That burden will rest on your shoulders for the rest of your life."
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