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Before the first kingdom rose from stone and mud, before walls scarred the earth and kings demanded obedience from kneeling men, the world belonged to warriors. It belonged to axe bearers wrapped in wolf pelts, to raiders crossing black seas beneath storms, to towering hunters who spoke little and killed quickly. In those forgotten ages, power did not come from bloodlines or crowns of gold. It came from strength. It came from fear. A man ruled only so long as others feared him enough to obey.

The old songs spoke of a harsher world where winter lasted for years and entire tribes vanished beneath snowstorms without leaving bones behind. Forests stretched endlessly across the north, so vast that some believed spirits lived within the trees themselves. In the east lay scorched deserts where cities of bronze stood beside rivers stained red by war. Far to the south rose kingdoms of marble and cruelty where chained slaves built monuments for kings who claimed descent from gods. Yet beyond every border, beyond every guarded road and fortified wall, the wild remained stronger than civilization.

The tribes of the north feared no king.

They hunted mammoths across frozen plains beneath skies filled with green fire. They drank beside great bonfires while skalds sang of ancient battles and blood feuds older than memory. Children learned to hold knives before they could properly speak. Weakness was despised. Mercy was dangerous. Every scar carried honour, and every warrior hoped to die with a weapon in hand so their spirit would not wander lost through the cold darkness beyond death.

Among these tribes there existed one legend feared above all others.

The Skull Throne.

No man knew exactly who built it. Some claimed it was crafted by giant kings before humanity existed. Others believed it was forged by war priests who fed thousands of captives into sacrificial fires during an age of endless slaughter. The oldest stories whispered that the throne was not built at all, but grown slowly over centuries from the bones of conquered rulers. Skull upon skull. King upon king. Layered together until it became something monstrous.

It stood somewhere far to the south beyond ruined battlefields and black mountains, hidden within the dead heart of an empire that no longer existed. Those who searched for it rarely returned. Those who claimed to have seen it came back changed men, pale and hollow-eyed, speaking of whispers in the dark and shadows moving around the throne when no fire burned nearby.

Yet every warlord eventually heard the call.

Some heard it in dreams. Others during battle beneath the roar of steel and dying screams. A few claimed the throne spoke directly into their minds during moments of rage, promising glory beyond imagining. It promised conquest. Power. Dominion over kingdoms.

But the throne demanded blood in return.

Always blood.

Across the centuries countless conquerors marched beneath banners of wolf heads, ravens, serpents, and iron suns believing they were destined to claim the throne and unite the world beneath their rule. Most died forgotten. Some vanished entirely. A rare few succeeded in reaching the throne itself.

None ruled for long.

One king slaughtered his own sons after sitting upon it for only a single winter. Another marched his armies into the sea believing an invisible enemy waited beneath the waves. One queen burned an entire city alive because she heard voices whispering betrayal from the walls. Another ruler simply disappeared from his locked chamber, leaving only blood behind and deep scratches carved into stone.

Still the legend endured.

Because men will always chase power no matter the curse attached to it.

Far beyond the southern kingdoms, beyond the reach of marble temples and civilized laws, the northern clans continued their endless wars across the frozen wilderness. Among them the strongest and most feared was the Black Wolf Clan, warriors known for descending from the mountains during winter raids like starving beasts. Villages burned at the mere sight of their banners. Mothers silenced children with threats that the Black Wolves would come for them in the night. Their warriors painted their faces with ash and animal blood before battle and wore necklaces made from the teeth of slain enemies.

Their chieftain, Hroth Varengar, had ruled for nearly twenty years through sheer brutality. He was a giant of a man with iron-grey hair braided with wolf bones and scars crossing nearly every inch of his body. Songs claimed he once strangled a cave bear with his bare hands after it mauled his brother during a hunt. Others said he had fought twelve duels without ever suffering defeat. Around campfires men spoke his name carefully, as though afraid he might somehow hear it carried upon the wind.

But age comes even for monsters.

And the north was changing.

The winters had grown colder than any living warrior remembered. Entire forests stood frozen beneath layers of black ice. Hunters vanished along ancient trails. Strange lights flickered across the mountains after dark. Worse still, southern kingdoms once divided by greed and politics had begun uniting beneath a single emperor whose armies marched steadily northward with steel discipline and endless numbers.

The clans should have united against the coming storm.

Instead they prepared for war against one another.

Old grudges resurfaced. Blood debts demanded repayment. Raiding parties slaughtered entire settlements over insults spoken generations earlier. Every clan desired dominance while the shadow of empire crept closer with each passing season.

Then the dreams began.

Warriors awoke screaming in the night after seeing visions of a throne built from skulls rising from a mountain of corpses. Shamans cut open sacrificial animals only to find strange symbols inside their entrails. Ravens gathered in impossible numbers upon the cliffs overlooking the Black Wolf settlements, watching silently for hours without moving.

And far to the south, deep beneath the ruins of a forgotten empire, something ancient stirred in darkness.

Waiting.

Listening.

Hungry once more.
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THE FEAST OF WOLVES

Snow fell heavily across the northern mountains, swallowing the world beneath endless white silence while icy winds screamed through the pine forests like spirits mourning the dead. The Black Wolf stronghold stood against the storm atop a jagged ridge of dark stone overlooking frozen valleys below, its massive timber walls lined with sharpened stakes blackened by fire and old blood. Smoke rose from dozens of longhouses into the night sky while great bonfires burned within the fortress grounds, their orange glow flickering across shields, spears, and grim-faced warriors wrapped in furs. The scent of roasted meat, smoke, wet dogs, and strong mead filled the freezing air as the clan gathered for the Feast of Wolves, the largest gathering of the winter season. Warriors who had spent months raiding southern villages or hunting in the frozen wilderness returned to the stronghold carrying trophies of battle and scars earned in blood. Drums thundered from the central hall while skalds shouted ancient songs over the roar of drunken voices, their tales speaking of giants buried beneath mountains, sea serpents large enough to swallow ships whole, and warlords who once conquered kingdoms beneath banners soaked in enemy blood. Yet beneath the celebration lingered unease. Men laughed loudly because silence felt dangerous now. Warriors drank themselves into stupors to avoid speaking openly about the strange things happening across the north. Entire hunting parties had vanished within nearby forests. Villages farther east claimed pale figures watched from the trees during blizzards. Some whispered that old gods once sleeping beneath the earth had begun to stir again after centuries of silence.

Inside the great hall of the Black Wolves, firelight danced across enormous wooden pillars carved with wolves devouring human bodies while animal skulls hung from chains overhead like silent spirits observing the feast below. Hundreds of warriors filled the hall shoulder to shoulder, slamming drinking horns together while slaves carried platters of roasted boar, venison, and thick black bread between the crowded tables. At the far end of the hall upon a raised platform sat Hroth Varengar upon his carved oak chair draped with white wolf pelts, his enormous frame half-hidden beneath layers of fur and iron armour. Though age had touched his face with deep scars and streaks of grey, there remained something terrifying about him even while sitting still. His pale eyes moved constantly across the hall like those of a predator watching weaker animals. Beside him rested his massive axe Bloodrender, its dark steel head stained permanently crimson despite years of cleaning. No warrior in the north failed to recognize that weapon. Songs had been written about entire shield walls shattered beneath its strikes. Men claimed Bloodrender screamed during battle when enough blood touched the blade. Hroth listened to the feast in silence while younger warriors competed in shouting contests and drunken wrestling matches below, but his thoughts remained far from celebration. Three nights earlier he had awoken gasping from another dream of the Skull Throne. He had seen it clearly this time. A monstrous seat built from countless yellowed skulls rising from darkness beneath a red sky while rivers of blood flowed between mountains of corpses. Something unseen had whispered his name from the shadows surrounding the throne. Not spoken aloud, but forced directly into his mind like icy fingers digging behind his eyes. Since that night sleep had become impossible.

A sudden roar erupted near the centre firepit as two warriors crashed violently into a table during a wrestling match, splintering wood and sending drinking horns spilling across the floor. Laughter thundered through the hall while spectators shouted wagers and insults, but the mood shifted instantly when the main doors burst open beneath the force of the storm outside. Freezing wind exploded into the hall carrying snowflakes and darkness with it. Every warrior turned instinctively toward the entrance as three figures stumbled inside wrapped in frost-covered cloaks. One collapsed immediately onto the floorboards while the other two struggled to remain standing. Their faces were pale with terror beneath layers of ice clinging to their beards and hair. The hall fell silent except for the crackling fires and distant howl of wind outside. Hroth slowly rose from his chair, towering above the gathered warriors as his heavy boots echoed against the wooden platform. The travellers belonged to the Grey Fang Clan from the eastern valleys, but something about them looked wrong. One man's hands were stained black as though burned by frostbite while another had deep scratches covering the left side of his face. The third warrior, barely conscious, clutched a broken spear so tightly his knuckles bled. Hroth descended from the platform without speaking while the crowd parted before him. Even drunk warriors stepped back carefully when the old chieftain approached. He stopped before the exhausted men and studied them silently for several long moments before finally speaking in a low growl. “What happened?” The eldest of the strangers swallowed hard, his eyes darting nervously toward the dark entrance behind them as though afraid something might have followed through the storm. When he finally answered, his voice trembled despite every effort to control it. “The eastern settlements are gone.” Murmurs spread instantly across the hall. Hroth’s face remained unreadable. “Raided?” The man shook his head slowly. “Not raiders.” Silence tightened across the room. Even the fires seemed quieter now. The wounded warrior gripping the broken spear suddenly began muttering under his breath, his body trembling violently. At first nobody understood the words until he looked upward with wide terrified eyes and whispered hoarsely, “They came out of the snow.”
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THE DEAD IN THE SNOW

The hall remained deathly silent long after the terrified words left the wounded warrior’s mouth. No laughter remained now. No drunken boasting or clattering horns disturbed the uneasy stillness hanging over the Black Wolf stronghold. Warriors who had once faced shield walls, sea raiders, starvation, and winter storms without fear now stared toward the three half-frozen strangers with dark uncertainty creeping behind their eyes. Outside, the wind continued howling against the fortress walls as snow battered the timber towers like fists from unseen giants wandering the mountains. Hroth Varengar stood unmoving before the exhausted men while firelight flickered across the deep scars lining his face. He had heard fear before. Men screamed in battle. Children cried during raids. Dying enemies begged for mercy beneath axes and spears. But this felt different. The fear carried by the eastern warriors was older somehow, the kind born not from war but from witnessing something the human mind struggled to understand. Slowly Hroth reached down and pulled the broken spear from the trembling survivor’s grip. The wood was split almost completely through near the centre, but it was not the damage itself that drew attention across the hall. Frost covered the shattered shaft. Thick unnatural ice spread across the weapon despite the roaring fires surrounding them. Hroth narrowed his eyes slightly as cold vapour drifted from the spearhead into the warm air. “Speak clearly,” he growled. “What came out of the snow?” The eldest survivor glanced nervously around the crowded hall before answering in a voice barely above a whisper. “We do not know.”
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