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Prologue

 

Hagala stood atop a volcano, surveying a desolate world. The scorching air and the acrid scent of ash were something she could never fully acclimate to, despite having dwelt in this realm for several years. Breathing was laborious, and without her enchanted robe, it was doubtful how long she could endure such conditions. Wherever her gaze fell, she saw only pillars of smoke and ash rising from seething volcanoes. The sky was veiled in murky gray clouds, through which occasional rays of sunlight pierced.

Between the volcanoes, there was no vegetation; no rivers, streams, or lakes—only charred earth, stone, and sand. The only spots not black or gray were where lava slowly emerged to the surface, like hot, gleaming blood that refused to cease flowing. It was hard to believe that anything could survive in such a world, yet Hagala knew this world was brimming with life.

One of the few dormant volcanoes was the one she currently stood upon. The peak was entirely flat, and the stone surface was perfectly smooth. It was undoubtedly of unnatural origin, but that did not concern her. Although she was a seasoned sorceress, she had never needed to cast the spell she was about to attempt. She required no staff or magical wand, for she felt the magic within her body, coursing through her veins like blood. She even felt a tinge of fear, something she hadn't experienced in a very long time. There were very few things that had the power to frighten her.

But there was no room for fear in the face of such a spell. She composed herself and inhaled, though breathing this hot air was far from calming. She began to utter the incantations that no one had spoken before and survived. What she was attempting now, no one had ever survived.

The words came to an end, and magic surged through her, the accompanying energy so potent that she felt heat throughout her entire body, but now from within. The effects of the spell were evident in the next moment, as an immense black dragon materialized in the sky before her. She knew it had used translocation magic, for it had not flown in but simply manifested. The incantation had worked, and Hagala was well aware of which dragon it was, for she had summoned it.

The dragon was truly colossal, its body and wings nearly obscuring the entire view before Hagala. It circled the plateau slowly, its wings gently flapping. It wasn't entirely black; between its scales, flashes of red and yellow hinted at lava coursing beneath its skin. Three magnificent horns rose from its head, each a symbol of its ancientness and power. Its winged tail whipped through the air, generating powerful gusts, and its enormous claws, each longer than a sword, held the secrets it had amassed over millennia.

The dragon was the embodiment of the planet itself, mirroring the very world. It didn't take its gaze off her for a moment. The eyes of the dragon, like gemstones, shone like two stars amidst the darkness. From the expression on its face, if that scaled muzzle filled with terrifying teeth could be called a face, an indescribable rage was evident.

"Who are you, and why do you summon me?" it demanded in a voice so deep that Hagala felt the stone beneath her vibrate.

"I am Hagala, and I need your services!"

"No one summons me!" the dragon thundered, inhaling deeply.

Hagala knew what was coming but didn't even blink. Fire erupted from the dragon's mouth toward her with such intensity that one would think it would melt the very rocks around her. And it did. The stone on which she stood glowed red-hot from the heat, but a small circle around her remained untouched. Due to the size of the flame, the dragon did not notice it spreading around Hagala, encircling her protective sphere. The dragon did not show that it was impressed, but Hagala did not expect it to. She noticed the dragon's lips moving and the fingers on its forelegs slowly twitching. It was casting a spell, and dragons were powerful sorcerers. She reached out her hand towards the dragon as if to grasp it, and then sharply pulled her clenched fist.

The dragon flew uncontrollably towards the plateau, crashing into the ground before Hagala with immense force. It was taken by surprise, and it showed. Its body strained with all its might against an invisible force that pinned it to the ground, its wings spread helplessly to either side, pressed against the earth. Despite its enormous size, the dragon now looked like an insect pinned in a collector's display.

Hagala began to walk slowly towards its head.

"Bhi'ānaka, you are now under my control. There is nothing you can do to free yourself."

"I will kill you! Who do you think you are?" The dragon tried to sound menacing, but it was difficult when he couldn't properly open his mouth.

She slowly approached his head and stood before his right eye. She gently stroked his scales, which were hot to the touch. The difference in size between Bhi'ānaka and Hagala was intimidating. His eye alone was larger than she was. However, Hagala showed no sign of concern. The spell she had cast held the dragon firmly pinned to the ground, preventing any magic he might try to perform. Next to his eye, she found a smaller scale. She grasped it and tore it away. The dragon blinked with all three of his eyelids, two outer and one inner. He felt the scale being ripped out. She uttered some magical words and embedded the scale into a small clasp on a chain. She placed the chain around her neck.

She slowly backed away. Once she reached a good distance, she took a deep breath and waved her hand as if pushing something away. She broke the spell that held the dragon, and he suddenly rose to his feet and spread his wings. He was clearly furious. His roar was so mighty that the entire volcano shook. The dragon inhaled sharply and lunged towards Hagala, but no fire came from his mouth.

"Bhi'ānaka, can you hear me?" she asked without opening her mouth.

"I hear you," he replied mentally, his tone indicating displeasure but understanding what she had done. "What do you want from me?"

"For now, nothing. But soon."

"When? You understand that you don't have much time because I will do everything to break this bond."

"I know, but what if I told you that the services I require of you are things you would do for pleasure anyway?"

"Tell me more."

"There is nothing left for you to do in this world. You have conquered everything you could. But I can take you somewhere you cannot go on your own, where you can kill to your heart's content."

"That might delay my efforts to break this connection, as long as I find it interesting."

"Now go. But be ready for my call. Contact the other dragons, for I will need them as well."

 

 

I - Awakening

08.06.4884

 

"The forest! Days and days of nothing but forest!" Frango shouted.

"Shut up, Frango!" Uto snapped.

"Why? We've been circling for days."

"So what? If we emerge now, Valdi's men will catch us immediately," Turna said.

"Better that than dying here from these cursed mosquitoes and who knows what other bugs," Frango retorted firmly.

Uto dismounted his horse. He was an imposing, burly man. His long black hair fell freely over his shoulders, and his dark, piercing eyes shone with a sinister determination, reflecting the depth of his resolve. His dusky complexion hinted at life under the harsh sun, mirroring the turbulent experiences that had led him to this point.

He too had had enough of the forest, but he didn’t know the way out. Frango wasn’t the only one on edge. Turna was holding up well, but Uto wasn’t sure the other three would last. He looked around. The view was the same as the past eight days. Trees, ferns, vines, and numerous other dangers lurked in the dense undergrowth. The air was humid and heavy, filled with the forest's scents that were both enchanting and foreboding. After days spent here, they could already sense danger.

He reached for the bag on the horse. He set it down on the ground. It was very heavy. He opened it. A few rays of sunlight piercing through the dense canopy reflected off the contents that had brought them here. Uto wondered if the gold and jewels in the bag were worth all they had endured. Perhaps they would have been better off in prison. They had started with twelve. Two had lost their lives in the robbery, and others in the forest. Only six remained, with food for just two more days. But if he had to die here in the forest, why not die rich? He loaded the bag back onto the horse and mounted.

"We move on," he said calmly.

Although he knew Frango had some comment, he didn’t hear it. Frango no longer had the strength to complain. Uto could see the rays of the sun falling almost vertically through the canopy. It was noon. But that meant little here. They moved on. By the horses’ gait, he knew they were tired, but they obediently carried them forward. An occasional rabbit and squirrel were the only inhabitants they saw, though they could hear many others. They traveled for hours. It grew darker. They needed a place to camp. Soon one appeared: a small clearing surrounded by dense ferns and various thorny bushes.

"We'll camp here," Uto said as he dismounted.

The others got off their horses and immediately unsaddled them.

"Find stones to encircle the fire. We don't need any visitors."

They tied up the horses and set out to gather stones from the surroundings. Suddenly, the horses seemed to go wild. They could hear their neighing and the frantic stomping of hooves betraying their fear. Everyone ran toward them, trying to calm them down. The last thing they needed was for the horses to bolt. After calming them, they turned away from the horses, scanning the area. Something must have frightened them. They drew their swords but noticed nothing.

"This is not a good place," Frango said nervously.

"Shut up!" Uto replied.

"We must move on," Frango insisted.

"We can't. Who knows how far the next clearing is? Unless you want to sleep among the plants, waiting all night for unwanted visitors," Uto retorted.

"But what about the horses? Something scared them badly," Turna said.

"Maybe it was just a gadfly or a snake. You see there's nothing here," Uto replied.

"I don't know what it was, but I don't like this place," Frango said.

"Neither do I, but we have no choice. Check the knots, make sure they don't come loose," Uto added.

As much as Uto was annoyed, Frango was right. Something was off about this place. Suddenly, he noticed that he couldn't hear any birds. Though a bit of silence was a relief to his ears, it wasn't normal. He approached the bushes and carefully examined them. There were no insects either. He turned his gaze back to the clearing. Grass, a few leafless trees, even though it was summer. In the forest, everything was lush with leaves, but here, not a single one. It was as if everything grew and fell beyond the bushes. He drove his sword into the ground. At first, the soil was soft, but he couldn't push the sword deeper than a few centimeters. He tried in several more places. The same result. He tried outside the clearing. The sword sank in almost to the hilt without issue.

"Grab the shovels. There's something underneath here."

"Excuse me?" Frango asked. "First you get us lost, and now you want us to dig?"

Uto was next to him in an instant, touching Frango's neck with the tip of his sword.

"I've had enough of your stupid questions and comments. Grab a shovel and dig, or you'll stay here as food for the wolves."

At that, everyone quickly grabbed shovels and started digging. They didn't have to dig for long. Just a few centimeters down, they hit stone. Too flat to be natural. They cleared the soil in a circle about a meter and a half wide, then scraped away the remaining dirt with their hands. The stone was smooth and shiny, like a mosaic of black and white tiles, yet in one solid piece. No inscriptions or symbols were visible, except for an indentation shaped like a hand near the center of the exposed area.

"Frango, place your hand," Uto ordered.

"No way," Frango replied, quickly backing away from the stone.

"Put your hand on it, or I'll cut it off!"

Although Frango was short, he seemed even smaller now. His graying hair appeared even grayer. Fear was evident in his eyes, a sight Uto relished. Frango approached the stone and knelt beside it. His gaze fixed on Uto, almost hoping he would change his mind. But Uto's face bore a smile. Frango placed his left palm on the stone, carefully as if touching thin ice. His right hand visibly trembled as he reached towards the indentation. He held his hand over it for a few seconds, then closed his eyes and lowered it. He felt the cold stone and expected to either lose his hand or open a door to some monster from the worst nightmares. He opened his eyes. Nothing. He quickly pulled his hand back, and fear turned into hysterical laughter.

"Turna, you try it," Uto said.

Turna immediately knelt down and placed his hand. Nothing happened.

"Maybe we aren't the ones it will respond to," Turna said calmly, removing his hand.

"Does it even have to respond?" Frango asked, still laughing. "Who knows what's down there."

"That's exactly why I want to find out," Uto replied.

"Then put your hand on it yourself," Frango suggested.

Uto thought for a moment. 'What's the worst that could happen? I could die. Nothing special, I've already been on the brink of death a hundred times and haven't crossed it yet.' He knelt down and extended his hand. Gently, he lowered it. And then, darkness fell.

 

* * *

 

Uto opened his eyes, but darkness still enveloped him. He couldn’t see anything. He tried to move his hand, or at least he thought he did. He felt the cold stone beneath him. He lay there on the cold surface, who knows for how long. He couldn't feel his body; he was completely numb. He attempted to get up, but it wasn’t as easy as he thought. The only orientation he had was the ground. Slowly, or so he thought, he stood up. He quickly realized, in a very painful manner, that he had stood up too fast. He hit his head on something very hard and heavy, which then crashed down onto his leg. He tried to grab both his leg and his head at the same time—a foolish attempt, he realized—and found himself back on the ground.

He groped around the floor and touched something metallic. Round. A rod. He pulled it towards him and felt it with both hands. One end was thickened and covered with something sticky. ‘A torch!’ he thought. He reached into his pocket. He always kept a flint and steel there. He took them out and struck them above what he hoped was a torch. After several attempts and sparks that were painful for his eyes and fingers, a flame caught. Initially very small, it soon flared up. He turned to see where he was lying. Stone walls, finely crafted, and something that made him regret lighting the torch.

Teeth. Huge, black, gleaming. Claws, very long, enough to rip him apart in a second. Blood-red eyes watching him hungrily. The creature was ready to pounce. Uto quickly drew his sword, but the beast didn’t move. He swung and struck. A dull thud followed by the soft sound of a vibrating blade. It still didn’t move. He approached and looked closer. It was a statue, terrifying but harmless. The flickering light of the torch had created the illusion that it was alive.

“Do you like it?” a voice behind him asked. He turned sharply.

The figure in the black cloak with the hood drawn stood barely a meter behind him. He couldn’t see the face. He approached with the torch. There was no face. No hands in the sleeves, no feet on the ground. The cloak seemed to float on its own.

“I asked, ‘Do you like it?’” the deep voice from the direction of the cloak asked again.

“Not bad. Who are you, or rather, what?” Uto replied.

“What I am isn’t important right now, but I'll tell you who I am. My name is Masalin.”

"Where am I? What kind of place is this? How did I end up here? How long have I been unconscious?"

"Slow down. All will be answered. Follow me," the cloak said, moving down the hallway.

Other than the light rustle of the fabric, the cloak made no sounds, while Uto’s footsteps echoed. They arrived at a large, softly lit room. Uto couldn’t see the source of the light, as if it emanated from everywhere. The walls were made of the same type of stone as the hallway. The only object in the room was a long stone block in the center. It appeared to be made from one piece, evident from the lines on it. Composed of slabs, it greatly resembled a sarcophagus in size. Uto approached the block. On the top, he could see a thick layer of dust. He waved his hand. The dust rose in clouds and swirls, and then slowly fell to the side. On the top slab, only one word was written:

 

MASALIN

 

While underneath was a peculiar symbol. It resembled a split star.

"This is your grave!" Uto spoke.

"Yes. Don't worry. Nothing will happen to you. Just the fact that you're here ensures your life," Masalin replied.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I presume you're not the first to place your hand."

"Exactly."

"And you're the only one who passed. Only certain, or rather, chosen ones can."

"Chosen? For what?"

"To conquer L'ven. And facilitate the return of the God."

"Which God? We already have four."

"The Father of those four gods. Chaos."

"Why is he more important than these four? What am I saying? I'm talking to some cloak convincing me about the arrival of some God I've never heard of. I must have hit my head on the ground."

At that moment, the ground disappeared beneath his feet, and he flew backward. He felt a dreadful impact on his back and something snapping inside him. He lifted his gaze. The cloak had floated down to him.

"Believe, Uto! If He weren't here, we wouldn't be having this conversation, and you wouldn't have several broken ribs. Besides, He chose you regardless of your beliefs, and His wisdom is boundless. Now, get up."

Uto slowly rose, feeling as if thousands of knives were piercing his chest. He couldn't hold back a cough, and the pain was excruciating. Blood came out. He tried to suppress the cough.

"Now He will show you His infinitely small mercy."

One sleeve extended, and Uto felt a touch on his chest even though he saw no hand. Pleasant warmth spread through him, and the pain slowly subsided. In a few seconds, he no longer felt the pain.

"Why did you heal me?"

"It wasn't me, but Him. He needs you alive to bear the Unifier."

"What is this Unifier?"

"Come. Open my grave."

Uto approached the stone coffin. He gripped the covering slab from the side and began to move it aside. The slab was heavy, but for some reason, he could move it very easily. Inside lay the dried but preserved body of a powerful man in magnificent armor adorned with gold and carvings. In his hands, on his chest, was the hilt of a sword almost as long as his body. The blade, though gleaming, appeared dark. Along the entire length of the sword, Uto could see numerous precious stones that seemed to shine with their own light.

"That is the Unifier," the cloak spoke.

"You and your God expect me to carry around this corpse?"

"No!" thundered the voice through the stone chamber. "I'm talking about the sword. It is the Unifier!"

"Ah, I see. You could have said that from the beginning. Why is it called that?"

"Because it unifies kingdoms. Of course, by killing their kings. Take it."

Uto slowly reached for the hilt. He wrapped his fingers around it and looked at the cloak once again as if seeking confirmation. The cloak didn't move. He took the sword and pulled it out of the corpse's hands.

 

* * *

 

She opened her eyes. After a millennia-long slumber, the call to awaken had arrived. The darkness surrounding her was warm and comforting. She could discern the stone that enfolded her from all angles, delicately caressing her flesh. The stone pervaded her being, both within and without. In every sinew, every vessel. She melded with it. The warmth emanated from below, from the core of Mother. The tremors of molten rock coursing nearby beneath were agreeable, yet they bore a disquieting revelation: the impetus for her arousal. The Unifier had returned to L'ven. The presence of Chaos was faint but perceptible. She comprehended her charge. It mirrored that of yore.

She commenced her outward journey. Through the stone, she traversed with the fluidity of a fish in water or a bird in flight. She was bedazzled by the radiance and fervor of the Father. She sensed the fauna in the woodland ahead of her. They remained oblivious to the burgeoning events. Nonchalantly, they pursued sustenance or refuge from predators, oblivious to the impending upheaval. At times, she coveted their existence.

The Unifier resided beyond Mother. The trek would be arduous, but time was still plentiful. The Guardian was much nearer. She needed to locate his harbinger. However, traversing on foot would be protracted. She required conveyance.

She raised her hand and commenced her invocation. One of her brethren or sisters would bear her.

 

 

II - The Four

09.06.4884

 

The sword rested within his grasp. It possessed a weighty and resplendent aura, imbued with ominous powers. Uto could not yet discern their nature, but he could sense their presence. The sword seemed to integrate itself with his being, visibly adapting to suit his grip. Being inferior in strength to Masalin, he could not wield it at its full extent.

"And now?" Uto inquired, scrutinizing the blade.

"Initially, you must seize control of a modest domain, a county, or one of the autonomous cities. Subsequently, you shall muster an army and expand your dominion. You must continue conquering until you locate the one who holds the key. They bear a distinctive mark from birth: a split star beneath the left shoulder blade. They alone possess the ability to unlock the Gates. Once you have found the Gates, you must open them. A substantial reward awaits you thereafter."

"Where are these Gates, and how might I recognize them?"

"You shall discern their location once you possess the key. Chaos shall serve as your guide."

"You have yet to elucidate the sword's capabilities."

"In due time, you shall comprehend. Henceforth, it shall be your staunch companion, yet exercise caution always. There exists a guardian who can invariably track you. Initially, however, they will pursue the sole entity capable of thwarting you."

"And what might that be?"

"Somewhere, there exists another sword. Its potency rivals that of the Unifier. Should you encounter an adversary who wields it, both swords shall temporarily relinquish their powers, leaving the outcome of the battle contingent solely upon your prowess."
"You were defeated, weren't you?"

"Indeed. I was ensnared by the allure of my amassed power. I reigned over three continents and conquered four empires, and seventeen kingdoms before uncovering the key and the Gates. Alas, I failed to procure that sword. If you wish to evade my fate, you must secure it before all else."

"How long has it been since then?"

"One thousand and sixty-seven years."

"And you have remained here all this while?"

"Yes. That's my penance. It nears its end. Take my armor, as well. Its enchantments rival those of the sword. It shall aid you in amassing your forces. Those of lesser resolve will blindly rally to your cause."

He extended his hand for the armor and observed as the once seemingly well-preserved corpse crumbled to dust in moments. He retrieved the armor, untouched by the passage of time. The robe, erstwhile engaged in conversation, now lay discarded on the floor.
 

"Masalin!" he called out, but only the echo of his own voice answered. He donned the armor, struggling with its size as Masalin had been considerably larger. Initially too cumbersome, it soon molded to his form seamlessly, bearing the same emblem as the tomb's: a golden split star upon the breastplate. The intricate carvings and engravings adorning the armor shimmered, their arcane patterns captivating Uto despite their incomprehensibility. He claimed the helmet, adorned with similar engravings and an impractically tall black plume, lending the armor a ceremonial air. Yet Uto sensed its martial purpose keenly.

The helmet's visor lacked openings for sight, a curious feature. Nevertheless, Uto donned it, finding his vision unimpeded despite the absence of visible openings—a testament to its enchantment.

As darkness encroached, Uto retraced his steps through the lone corridor, guided by the gentle radiance of the sword. An aperture appeared in the ceiling, and Uto ascended, the night sky casting an ethereal glow upon the resplendent armor. In the clearing, he spied a solitary figure. Approaching cautiously, he found Turna lying upon the grass, his wounds hastily bandaged and blood-soaked.

A warmth emanated from the sword at Uto's side, coursing through him and pooling at his palms. He removed his iron gloves, revealing palms aglow with a soft yellow light. An instinctual compulsion urged him to touch Turna, and as he did, the light from his hands suffused the injured man's wounds, gradually staunching the flow of blood.

Turna stirred, his gaze locking with Uto's in disbelief. Seizing his sword, he rose to his feet.

"Who are you?" he demanded, his voice edged with urgency.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Knight Janosh Mountain stood amidst a host of counts, dukes, marquises, and King Robas himself, their figures silhouetted against the backdrop of a modest rise. A line of heavily armored horsemen, including Janosh, occupied the crest, their imposing presence punctuated by the glint of long spears and shields emblazoned with coats of arms, banners, and standards. Behind them, ranks of pikemen stood in unyielding formation, while further back, archers poised with bows drawn awaited the signal. Flanking the formation, a hundred swift horsemen, clad in lighter gear yet equally lethal, stood ready.

A      cross the field, on a mirroring rise, stood the army of the rebellious Archduke Rohan, their gaze fixed upon their adversaries. For nearly half an hour, the two forces regarded each other from a distance, tension thick in the air, the silence broken only by the whisper of the wind. Impatience brewed among the ranks, yet King Robas remained resolute in his stance, unwilling to instigate hostilities.

It was a contest of nerve, a waiting game poised on the brink of eruption. Archduke Rohan's impetuosity betrayed his eagerness to seize the kingdom, a sentiment evident in the descent of one of his banners. And then, in a thunderous crescendo, they surged forward.

Still, the king held his ground, his hand raised in a poised gesture. At his signal, a volley of arrows erupted from the rear, slicing through the air with deadly precision, cleaving through rows of Rohan's advancing forces. Yet, undeterred, the enemy pressed on, their disciplined charge absorbing the blow without faltering. With a subtle command, the cavalry line parted, allowing the pikemen to advance. Shielded by the armored ranks before them, the pikemen formed dense formations, their spears bristling like a forest of steel. As Rohan's forces thundered closer, they collided with the phalanx, a maelstrom of chaos erupting in their wake.

Blood mingled with the earth, screams pierced the air, and the clash of steel reverberated across the battlefield. In the blink of an eye, fathers and sons transformed into lifeless husks, their destinies severed amidst the tumult of war.

Janosh wielded his blade with desperate ferocity, striving to maintain his precarious perch atop his mount. To be unseated would spell near-certain demise. Yet, a sudden jolt ran through him as someone impaled his steed, sending it rearing and crashing to the ground, abruptly halting Janosh's onslaught. Through sheer determination, he managed to extricate himself from the fallen beast, though one leg remained numb, likely shattered by the impact.

"I must endure!" he muttered through gritted teeth, rallying his resolve as he fended off blows perilously close to his head, his sword and shield raised in a valiant defense. Around him, the chaos of battle engulfed the fallen, yet he persevered, forcing himself upright on his uninjured leg. But as he attempted to bear weight on the injured limb, searing agony lanced through him, a visceral cry escaping his lips, though he welcomed the sensation as proof of his continued existence.

Through the maelstrom, Janosh spied King Robas locked in combat with the Archduke, their clash unnoticed amidst the tumult. Driven by a potent mixture of agony and fury, Janosh limped towards them, leaving a trail of fallen foes in his wake. Despite the hindrance of his shattered limb, he surged forward with a determination borne of righteous indignation, intent on confronting the usurper.

A fleeting opening presented itself, and he seized the opportunity, propelling himself forward with an agonizing effort. Though his leg protested, he pressed on, dispatching several more adversaries in his path.

As the king fell and relinquished his sword, Janosh watched as the Archduke's countenance contorted with both pain and the bitter sting of defeat looming so near. In that pivotal moment, as the Archduke's gaze fell upon him, Janosh faltered, sinking to his knees alongside his fallen adversary.

"Sound the horn," the king's voice, barely audible amidst the din of battle and the rushing tide of blood, reached Janosh's ears, urging him to action.

He retrieved the horn from his side and blew, its once deafening cry now transformed into the sweetest melody. As the echoes of battle faded into silence, Janosh knew that the tide had turned. The leader was vanquished. Amidst the cacophony of victory, he heard no more. Nor saw.

 

 

* * *

 

 

The gentle breeze caressed Silvio's robe as he fixed his gaze upon the two slender crescents hovering low on the horizon, beckoning toward his distant homeland. Amidst the sandy expanse, he fancied he could discern the fragrance of forests and meadows, a nostalgic aroma he yearned for in this arid realm. The golden luminescence of the twin moons cast a radiant sheen upon the sand, evoking the illusion of a gilded sea.

Perched atop the highest balcony of the tower, several small birds nestled in their nests, undisturbed in their slumber, their chirping absent for once. A rare moment of tranquillity amidst the bustling tower.

A deep, authoritative voice resonated behind him, instantly recognizable. Master Dar'hak.

"Silvio."

"Master," Silvio acknowledged, bowing respectfully.

Master Dar'hak, ancient even by elven standards, commanded reverence from all within the tower. His age remained a mystery, shrouded in the annals of time. Though many esteemed wizards graced the tower's halls, all deferred to Dar'hak's wisdom and power. Some speculated he might be the greatest living wizard, his every gesture suffused with magic.

Silvio often pondered why he, of all individuals, had been chosen as Dar'hak's apprentice, a bond spanning four centuries. Despite his inquiries, the master's response remained constant.

"When the student is prepared, the teacher shall appear. And one day, you shall discover your own pupil amidst the multitude."

Side by side, master and apprentice stood, their gazes aligned towards the distant horizon. Silvio keenly felt the arcane aura emanating from his mentor, surpassing any spell he could conjure.

"The time has come, has it not?" Dar'hak remarked.

"Yes," Silvio affirmed. "I am due in Martin's Creek within three weeks."

A solemn pause enveloped them, undisturbed even by the whisper of palm leaves below. The breeze had subsided, leaving only stillness in its wake.

"Yes, you must depart," the master uttered softly.

"But I shall return," Silvio interjected.

"No," Dar'hak countered, his tone final. "You shall not."

Silvio was baffled by the master's assertion. He was certain he would return.

"No. Your return is not ordained," the master declared, seemingly attuned to Silvio's inner turmoil.

"But... I still have much to glean."

"No. I have imparted all I am able."

"That... cannot be true."

"But it is. When you arrived at the academy, igniting a candle with magic was your trial. And now? In seven short years, you have surpassed my century and thirty. Yes, Silvio, it took me one hundred and thirty years to attain the depth of knowledge you now possess. You command elementals, banish demons to their domains, traverse space at will, and extinguish lives in mere moments. You even possess the ingenuity to craft your own incantations. Your instantaneous shielding, or whatever you term it, is unprecedented. In all my years, such innovation eluded me. You can even ensconce a soul within an inanimate vessel. What more could you desire? I can only instruct you in expediency, not enlightenment. Your path lies beyond my tutelage," the master concluded, his breath heavy with resignation.

Silvio had never before heard the master expound at such length. Typically, his utterances were concise and enigmatic. For the first time, weariness shadowed the master's countenance in Silvio's eyes.

"What are the inaugural phrases in the Book?" the master abruptly inquired.

"I can recite them without fail. You drilled them into me countless times."

"Repeat them once more."

Silvio recalled the words inscribed upon the leather cover of the tome purportedly scribed by Dubia herself, the goddess of magic. The book stood as the tower's most revered artefact.

"The magic of the world alters matter, space, and time, yet it cannot alter destiny. The magic of the soul effects no change, yet it holds the power to change all."

"Do you grasp their significance?"

"Regrettably, no."

"When you do, should you choose to return, the path shall be illuminated, though your need shall be obsolete. Now, it is time to embark."

"Now?"

"Yes. To the chamber."

They descended swiftly to the expansive circular chamber adorned with a sprawling blue pentagram.

"Position yourself at its heart."

Silvio positioned himself within the innermost pentagon. From an unseen source, the master produced a sizable backpack, offering it to Silvio.

"Contained within is all you require. Absolutely everything. You shall materialize in Alab, a city on the frontier."

"Farewell, master."

"No, Silvio. Adieu."

With a gentle azure luminescence, the pentagram shimmered and ascended, enclosing Silvio within its cerulean embrace.

"Give my regards to Razuman," Silvio heard as the world around him dissolved, and he materialized in a narrow cobblestone alleyway.

 

 

* * *

 

 

"The deed is done," a voice reverberated through the dim chamber.

Viktor startled awake, his heart pounding in his chest. "I was under the impression that our arrangement precluded your presence," Viktor remarked, hastily igniting a candle. Yet, even the flickering light failed to reveal the identity of the speaker, casting only a looming shadow against the walls.

"I have come to collect my due," the silhouette declared.

"How can I be certain the task is complete?" Viktor inquired, his apprehension palpable.

"Do you doubt my capabilities?" the shadowed figure retorted, advancing toward Viktor.

"No, no!" Viktor hastily interjected, shrinking back as the silhouette loomed closer. Despite the proximity to the candle, the figure remained shrouded in obscurity.

"The payment."

"Here," Viktor replied, proffering a bag filled with coin, its contents softly clinking.

The silhouette reached out with an appendage veiled in darkness, retrieving the bag. "Maintain silence on this matter. The individuals are deceased. Their names must never cross your lips. Our paths have never crossed. Should you dare mention my existence, you shall rue the day," the silhouette warned, receding into the shadows.

Alone once more, Viktor breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you," he murmured.

"You're welcome," the voice echoed, lingering in the empty chamber.

 

 

* * *

 

 

Father Farmont stood amidst the dense foliage atop the hill overlooking the town, his former life now naught but a distant memory. Viktor bore the responsibility for its demise. Yet, what recourse remained? Had he not heeded the Shadow's counsel, he and his kin would have met a far graver fate.

"It is finished," a voice intoned behind him.

He pivoted to behold the familiar black silhouette.

"Is it truly concluded?"

"Yes. Gather your family and vanish. Seek refuge across the ocean in Alab, seek out Svin'ar. The passphrase is 'The moons are high today.' Commit it to memory."

"The moons are high today."

"Svin'ar shall offer sanctuary. Erase your identity. Father Farmont and his kin are no more. Mention not Viktor. Recognition could prove perilous. Depart."

"Thank you," Father Farmont murmured before departing.

The silhouette watched as he left, then turned its gaze towards the twin crescents gracing the horizon. With a subtle shift, the darkness dissipated, revealing a man clad in somber armour.

"The hour has come," he declared, striding purposefully towards the town.

 

* * *

 

The deer calmly nibbled on hay from the feeders as Marcijan handed it to them from the cart, a foreboding chill hinting at the impending winter's severity. Doubt lingered as to whether the forest's bounty would suffice to sustain its denizens through the harsh months ahead. Suddenly, a piercing shriek shattered the tranquillity—a child's cry of terror, followed by the haunting chorus of howls and yelps. Wolves.

Marcijan surged towards the source of the commotion. Despite the dense thicket and tangled undergrowth, the foliage yielded to his urgency. With each stride, he withdrew arcane components from his pockets, invoking sacred invocations. Vital energy surged forth from the very fabric of nature, infusing him with power.

Breaking into a small glade, he beheld a scene of peril. Seven wolves encircled a young girl, her fear palpable as she clutched something to her chest. The wolves, sensing Marcijan's presence, growled and advanced. Raising his hands slowly, he turned his focus to the largest of the pack. Kneeling, he extended a tentative hand.

The wolf hesitated, wariness etched into its demeanour. Though it approached tentatively, a growl still resonating in its throat, it halted before him, teeth bared in warning. Undeterred, Marcijan met its gaze, his hand inching forward.

The wolf, though hesitant, relented slightly, allowing Marcijan's touch. With steady resolve, he continued his prayer, the tension in the air dissipating as the wolf ceased its aggression. Marcijan's touch gentled the creature, its once-threatening posture now replaced with docility, its tail wagging in an almost canine manner. The others, sensing the shift, mirrored the calm.
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