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The Seven Kingdoms of Perdition

	Chapter One: Echo of a Faint Prophecy


The Shadow in the Alleys of Aldr

The city of Aldr, capital of the Iron Kingdom, breathed smoke and soot. Its winding streets, paved with uneven stones perpetually slick with a grey rain, were like clogged arteries in a dying body. Here, the sun was nothing but a faded memory, a tale told by grandmothers to children who had never lifted their eyes to a clear sky, accustomed instead to the immense metallic dome woven by the smoke of the forges and the breath of the tireless mines.

Amid this industrial clamor, Laith stood before the blacksmith’s forge, the hammer in his hand not feeling as heavy as the weight of the days themselves. He was a young man in the prime of his life, yet his eyes carried a weariness that surpassed his years. His muscles, honed by years of hard labor, were taut beneath skin weathered by the heat of the fire. He was not just a blacksmith, but an artist who shaped metal with a sensitivity his own elderly master did not possess.

Sparks flew like tiny stars born to die in an instant, illuminating his focused face, from which smiles had long since vanished. He was repairing a cuirass for one of the king’s guards, a piece of cold steel designed to suppress life, not protect it. He felt bitterness seep into his throat with every hammer strike, for the iron that should have been used to build and protect had, in King Malakor’s realm, become a tool of fear and oppression, just like everything else that was once beautiful.

His life was nothing but this repetitive rhythm: waking in the cold dawn, working until his body ached, and a fitful sleep invaded by strange and unsettling dreams. They were hazy images of crystalline white towers, forests shimmering with silver light, and a warm sun touching his skin. These dreams were his silent rebellion, his secret refuge from Aldr’s harsh reality, yet they always left him with a profound sense of loss and emptiness upon waking.

On that day, as he plunged the heated metal into the water trough, a violent hiss erupted, and with it, a thick steam that momentarily enveloped his face. In that fleeting white cloud, he did not see his workshop, but a terrifyingly clear image: two golden eyes staring at him with sadness and wisdom, and the emblem of a seven-rayed sun spinning slowly in a dark void. The vision vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving his heart pounding violently and his breath catching in his throat.

He looked around and saw his old master, Borin, watching him from a corner of the workshop, a worried expression on his face. Borin never asked about Laith’s dreams or his constant distraction, but he knew that the young man he had raised as a son did not belong to this world of soot and despair. He sometimes saw a glint of another world in his eyes, a glint he feared others might see, especially those who served the king.

“Are you all right, boy?” Borin asked in a gruff voice, trying to hide his concern. “Your face suddenly went pale.” Laith shook his head, trying to collect himself, and replied in a low voice, “It’s nothing, master, just a dizzy spell from the heat.” But they both knew it was a lie. The heat that enveloped Laith was not coming from the forge, but from the unknown depths of his own soul.

The work continued, but his hammer blows became less certain. The vision was no longer just a hazy dream but a reality etched into his memory, a reality that was both frightening and alluring. He began to feel that the walls of Aldr were closing in on him more than ever before, and that the echo of that faint prophecy he did not yet understand was growing louder, threatening to shatter the silence of his miserable life forever.

Whispers from the Past

A few days later, as the grey rust of another day coated Aldr, a man Laith had never seen before entered the workshop. He wore a dark cloak that concealed most of his features, but his straight posture and the fine, though soiled, quality of his clothes indicated he was from the nobility, or what was left of it under Malakor’s rule, which had humiliated the ancient houses and elevated his own savage followers.

The man spoke in a low voice, ignoring Master Borin and addressing Laith directly. “I heard you are the best in the city at handling delicate pieces.” It was less a compliment and more a command. He placed a small, worn velvet pouch on the table and opened it to reveal an old silver locket, tarnished and dark, yet it carried the remnants of a bygone beauty.

“I want the clasp repaired, and for you to restore its shine as much as possible,” the nobleman said, his eyes glancing at Laith with anticipation and anxiety. “But more importantly, I want you to do it yourself, and in private. This is a family heirloom, and its memories are precious.” Laith sensed something strange in the man’s tone, something that went beyond concern for a piece of jewelry; there was real fear in his eyes.

Laith agreed and began working on the locket in his secluded corner. As he carefully cleaned the silver, he noticed a fine, almost invisible line along the locket’s edge. It was not part of the original design but seemed to be a secret mechanism. Driven by a curiosity he couldn’t suppress, he pressed a specific point, and a part of the locket swung open to reveal a tiny, hidden compartment.

Inside, there was no gem or anything of material value. Instead, there was a thin piece of golden metal, no larger than his thumbnail. Engraved upon it was the same symbol he had seen in his vision: a seven-rayed sun. The blood froze in his veins for a moment, and he felt the ground shift beneath him. This was no longer just a fleeting vision; it was something tangible, held between his fingers.

He was staring at the emblem, mesmerized and terrified, when the nobleman suddenly snatched the locket from his hand. His face was pale and sweat beaded on his forehead. He quickly closed the secret compartment and looked at Laith with wide eyes. “You saw,” he whispered, his voice trembling. “You must forget what you saw. Forget this symbol, forget this locket, forget you ever met me. Your life depends on it.”

Without waiting for a reply, the nobleman threw a pouch of coins on the table—far more than the work was worth—and hurried out of the workshop, disappearing into the city’s fog like a ghost. Laith remained standing, his hand still outstretched, a sense of danger enveloping him like an icy shroud. He didn’t know the meaning of the symbol, but he realized that knowledge of it was, in itself, a curse in this kingdom.

He returned to his work, but his hands were trembling. It was no longer the soot and smoke that choked him, but secrets. He felt that his simple life had been cracked open, that something ancient and dark had awakened, and that the whispers of the past he had heard in his dreams were now speaking in broad daylight, in a voice that warned of peril and death.
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