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    Dear Heavenly Father and King of the Universe,

I dedicate this book to the men who have shaped me. I want to thank my grandfathers for teaching me that spoken word and reading are a craft to be kindled and that gaining an education is not limited to a classroom. I also want to thank my father for showing me that life will be cruel and unforgiving to a young man who sees the world differently than his peers and that with the grace of God, anything is possible with hard work and dedication.

 

Amen
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The Fall

––––––––
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HER CRIES WERE SOFT, almost a whisper against the thunderous clash of my father’s voice. The storm above raged in tandem with him, roiling clouds breaking against flashes of unholy light. Euphrina stood frozen, her hands trembling as she held me close. She hadn’t spoken since he arrived.

“Step aside,” Apollyon growled, his form towering in the doorway of our sanctuary. His presence consumed the air, leaving nothing but suffocation in its wake. Shadows writhed around him, living extensions of his rage.

“No,” I said, though my voice cracked. It was a weak defiance. I was no match for him. Not here, not ever. But I stood between him and her, my sword drawn, its edge faintly gleaming with Rementheium’s light.

Apollyon laughed, low and mocking. “You’ve learned nothing, Luther. Defying me? For what—a child? You are mine. You always have been. Now step aside before I burn her from existence.”

“Please,” Euphrina whispered, stepping closer to me, clutching me tighter. Her eyes, usually steadfast, were glassy with fear. “Don’t do this.”

Apollyon’s gaze flicked to her, and my blood froze. “You,” he hissed, his voice sharp as broken glass. “You’ve poisoned him with your light, your weakness.” His attention was completely on her arms, and I saw his fury boil over.

I moved on instinct, raising my blade as he surged forward. It was futile—a child striking at a god. He caught my wrist mid-swing, the force of it driving me to my knees. The sword clattered from my grip, its light extinguished in the shadows.

“This ends now,” Apollyon said, his voice cold and final. He released me with a violent shove, and I fell back as he raised his hand toward Euphrina.

“No!” I roared, scrambling to my feet, but I was too slow. The shadows reached her first, consuming her in a single, agonizing moment. Euphrina screamed, a sound that would haunt me for eternity.

And then they were gone. Dead—erased. As if they had never existed.

I fell to the ground where she had stood, clawing at the emptiness, choking on the silence. I couldn’t bring myself to rise as Apollyon stepped closer, his voice devoid of pity.

“This is your doing, Luther,” he said. “Your weakness brought this upon her. You chose her over me, and now you will suffer.”

He crouched beside me, his presence crushing. “I should kill you,” he continued, his tone almost thoughtful. “But that would be a mercy. No, you will live, Luther. You will walk this wretched land as a shadow of what you could have been. Immortal, cursed to watch all that you touch turn to ash. That is your punishment.”

I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t speak. I could only kneel there, my hands clutching the void where my daughter’s warmth had been.

His laughter echoed through the sanctuary, each note slicing through me like a blade. When I finally looked up, he was gone, leaving nothing but ruin in his wake.

The days after Euphrina’s death were a blur. I wandered aimlessly, untethered from any purpose. My father’s curse seeped into me, hollowing me out, stretching time into a cruel and endless expanse. I no longer needed to eat, drink, or rest, but the need for meaning—that remained, gnawing at me like a beast.

The land reflected my state. I wandered from Wyldren to Hyanasarri’s desolate plains stretched endlessly, their barrenness broken only by the occasional glow of Rementheium deposits. I avoided them; their light was too much, a reminder of a power I no longer deserved.

Weeks—or perhaps months—passed before I reached the outskirts of Lushahiem. Its gates loomed tall, reinforced with Rementheium that pulsed with steady light. Soldiers patrolled the walls, their armor bearing the unmistakable mark of the Hyltorian Empire.

The sight of them stirred something within me. The empire was the embodiment of O’Rhyus’s order, a force dedicated to maintaining balance in Nantrium. It was everything my father despised. If I could not undo his curse, perhaps I could defy him in this way. Perhaps I could find redemption—or at least purpose—by serving the light he sought to extinguish.

I approached the gates, my steps heavy, my armor worn and dull. The Khanstephs eyed me warily, their hands resting on their weapons.

“State your name and purpose,” one of them barked.

I hesitated, the weight of my father’s curse pressing against me. My name felt tainted, a relic of the darkness I carried. But I could not lie—not here, not now.

“Luther,” I said finally. “I seek to join the Grand Hyltorian Army.”

The sentinels exchanged a glance before stepping aside, their movements precise and practiced. One of them gestured for me to follow.

“This way,” he said. “You’ll speak with the Vhankilla.”

As I stepped through the gates, the city unfolded before me—a labyrinth of stone and light, its streets alive with the hum of Rementheium energy. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, I felt something stir within me.

Hope. It was faint, fragile, but it was there.

And though I knew my father’s shadow would follow me, I resolved to walk this path—to fight, to serve, to defy him in whatever way I could.

For Euphrina. My daughter. For the balance she had believed in.
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The Curse 

The world doesn’t grow quieter when you can’t die. It just gets louder, every sound an echo of something you’ve lost. The clink of a blacksmith’s hammer, the crackle of a fire, even the murmur of wind through the trees—each one a reminder that life goes on without you.

Without her.

I stood on the edge of the Cliffs of Kings, where the sea below churned against jagged rocks, a chaotic mirror of my own thoughts. The air was thick with salt and despair, the horizon shrouded in mist. I gripped Euphrina’s locket in my hand, the edges digging into my palm. It was all I had left of her. My daughter. My light.

Gone.

I don’t remember how long I stood there, only that the weight in my chest felt heavier than ever. Time meant nothing to me now. Days, weeks, years—they blended into a cruel haze of endless existence. My father’s curse had seen to that. I could never die, never escape the torment of my failure.

I had failed her. Euphy, my Euphrina. She had begged me to stand with her, to defy him, and I had hesitated. That hesitation had cost her life.

“You’re pathetic,” a voice hissed behind me, dark and venomous.

I didn’t need to turn to know who it was. His voice was etched into my soul, as inescapable as my curse.

“Apollyon,” I muttered, my grip on the locket tightening.

“Still clinging to trinkets?” he sneered, his tone dripping with contempt. “You think that will bring her back?”

I turned to face him. His form loomed in the fading light, a silhouette of shadows and malice. His eyes, twin voids, bore into me with the weight of eternity. “What do you want?” I spat.

He smirked, the kind of smile that made my skin crawl. “Oh, Luther, my son. Always so quick to anger. I simply came to see how my little experiment is faring.”

“I’m not your experiment,” I snapped, stepping closer. “I’m your failure.”

“On the contrary,” he said smoothly, circling me like a predator sizing up its prey. “You’ve exceeded my expectations. Look at you—immortal, unbreakable, and yet, here you are, broken. Isn’t it delicious?”

I wanted to strike him, to tear that smug smile off his face. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Even now, some twisted part of me craved his approval. The part of me that remembered the father he had pretended to be.

“Why?” I asked, my voice cracking. “Why curse me? Why take her?”

His expression darkened, his smile fading. “Because you’re weak, Luther. And weakness must be punished. Euphrina was a distraction, a light you were never meant to have. You chose her over me, and now you’re paying the price.”

The words cut deeper than any blade. I looked away, my gaze falling to the locket in my hand. The metal felt cold, lifeless, just like everything else in my world.

“You can end this,” Apollyon said, his voice softening. It was almost worse than his mockery. “Join me, truly join me, and I’ll lift the curse. You’ll have power beyond imagining. You’ll forget her.”

I laughed, bitter and hollow. “Forget her? You think I’d want that?”

He tilted his head, feigning curiosity. “What’s the alternative? Wandering this world alone, forever haunted by her absence? You think O’Rhyus will save you? That he’ll grant you redemption? He’s abandoned you, Luther. Just as he abandoned mankind.”

The mention of O’Rhyus stirred something in me, a flicker of defiance buried beneath layers of despair. “Maybe he has,” I said, meeting Apollyon’s gaze. “But I’ll take his silence over your lies any day.”

Apollyon’s smile twisted into a snarl, his shadows coiling tighter around him. “Suit yourself, my son. But remember this—your immortality is a gift, not a curse. And one day, you’ll beg for my mercy.”

With that, he was gone, dissipating into the air like smoke. The world seemed darker in his absence, the horizon more distant.

I sank to my knees, the locket slipping from my grasp and landing in the dirt. My hands trembled as I stared at it, the image of Euphrina’s face flashing in my mind. She had been everything good in me, everything I had ever done right. And now she was gone.

Apollyon’s voice lingered in my mind, his words an unwelcome truth. I was cursed to wander, to live without meaning, without purpose. Unless I found one.

Slowly, I picked up the locket and stood. The cliffs loomed behind me, but I turned away from them. The path ahead was uncertain, shrouded in shadows. But I would walk it. For her. For the light she believed in.

My father wanted me to break, to crumble under the weight of his curse. But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

I would endure.

For Euphrina.

For the balance she believed in.
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The Rise

The scent of smoke lingered in the air, faint but unmistakable. It clung to the earth and the stones of the village square, a reminder of the empire’s last visit. Talvanofa bore its scars quietly—blackened timbers among the cottages, fields left barren by overtaxation, and faces etched with the hollow lines of hunger. It was my people’s suffering, but it was my failure that brought it to them.

I leaned against the wooden post of my small manor’s porch, watching as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows over the empty streets. The soft chirping of crickets seemed almost mocking in its innocence. Tomorrow, the empire would return, and there would be no peace, no respite. Only demands. Always demands.

Jakub approached from the gate, his footsteps heavy with the weariness of a long day. My steward was a stout man, more accustomed to accounting ledgers than fighting, but his loyalty had never wavered. He carried a list of the village’s offerings, written in his neat, precise script. It wasn’t much. It never was.

“Valta,” he said, handing me the list. “These are the contributions. Mira’s goat, Genshin’s chickens, a few sacks of grain from the communal storehouse. It’s—”

“It’s not enough,” I said, cutting him off, though my voice lacked heat. “It’s never enough for them.”

He sighed. “The winter was hard. Too hard. The people have nothing left to give, but they still scraped this together. They... believe in you.”

That word—believe—felt heavier than the empire’s taxes. It wasn’t belief I wanted from them. I wanted their strength, their willingness to fight, their refusal to bow. But how could I ask that of them when I, their supposed Valta, still bore the weight of my own chains?

I glanced at the list again, the names blurring as anger tightened my chest. “When Byrhen comes tomorrow, I’ll speak to him. I’ll negotiate.”

Jakub’s expression darkened. “Negotiate? With Byrhen? You’ve seen how he looks at us, at you. He doesn’t come to listen, Radcliffe. He comes to remind us who owns this land.”

I turned away, folding the list and tucking it into my belt. “Then let him remind me,” I said. “I’ll deal with Byrhen.”

The following morning came with a dull, gray sky, as if the skies themselves were undecided about the day’s fate. By the time the hoofbeats echoed through the village square, my people were already gathered, their heads bowed under the weight of their offerings and their fear.

Byrhen arrived at the head of his cohort, his crimson cape trailing behind him like a banner of blood. His soldiers followed, black-armored and sharp-eyed, their hands resting on the hilts of swords and spears. Their horses snorted and pawed the ground, sensing the unease in the air.

Byrhen dismounted, his boots crunching against the dirt as he surveyed the square. His smirk was as sharp as ever, his gaze moving over the villagers like a predator sizing up prey. He stopped when his eyes found me, standing at the front of the crowd.

“Valta Radcliffe,” he said, his voice smooth and mocking. “How generous of you to meet us yourself. Though, I must admit, I expected... more.” His gaze flicked to the pitiful pile of offerings at the base of the collection wagon, and his smirk widened. “Surely, this isn’t everything?”

“It’s what we have,” I said, stepping forward. “The winter was harsh. We lost more than half our crops.”

Byrhen feigned a look of sympathy, placing a hand on his chest. “Oh, how tragic. Truly. But you see, Radcliffe, tragedy doesn’t fill the empire’s coffers. And it certainly doesn’t keep you in the good graces of our emperor.”

The murmurs from the crowd grew louder, whispers of despair and frustration rippling through the air. I could feel their fear, their hopelessness, and it stoked the fire burning in my chest.

“Vhankilla Byrhen,” I said, my voice steady but firm. “I am not asking for mercy. I am asking for time. Three months. That’s all we need to meet the quota.”

His smirk faded, replaced by a look of cold amusement. “Three months? How noble of you to think the empire’s patience is so easily bought.”

“It’s not nobility,” I said. “It’s survival. You’ve already taken everything we have. Push us any further, and there will be nothing left for you to collect.”

Byrhen’s gaze hardened, and I saw the flicker of anger behind his eyes. He stepped closer, his voice dropping to a menacing whisper. “You forget your place, Radcliffe. You do not ask the empire for anything. You obey. That is your place. That is your duty.”

“Duty,” I repeated, the word tasting bitter in my mouth. “You speak of duty, but where is yours? Your duty to protect, to serve? Or has the empire forgotten what it means to lead?”

Byrhen’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword, and for a moment, the square fell silent. The villagers froze, their fear palpable, as he drew the blade and pointed it at me.

“Let me remind you of your duty, Radcliffe,” he said, his voice cold and sharp. “Your duty is to serve the empire. To bow your head and accept your place. And if you will not do so willingly, then perhaps I should take more than just crops this time.”

He turned toward the crowd, his eyes locking onto Mira and her infant daughter. “You,” he said, pointing his blade at her. “Step forward.”

“No!” I shouted, moving to block his path. “You will not touch her.”

Byrhen’s smirk returned, cruel and calculating. “And what will you do to stop me, Radcliffe? Raise your sword against the empire? Against me?”

The tension snapped like a taut string. My blade was in my hand before I realized it. Mira screamed as Byrhen swung his sword toward her, and in that instant, I struck. My blade met his arm in a clean, decisive motion, severing it just below the elbow. Blood sprayed across the dirt as his hand—and the weapon it held—fell to the ground.

Byrhen screamed, stumbling back and clutching the bleeding stump where his hand had been. His soldiers surged forward, but he raised his remaining hand, his expression a mixture of shock and fury.

“You’ve just signed your death warrant, Radcliffe,” he spat through gritted teeth. “The empire will burn Talvanofa to the ground for this.”

I stepped closer, my sword still raised. “Then let them come. We will be ready.”

The crowd erupted in whispers, their fear giving way to something else—something I hadn’t seen in years. Hope. It was fragile, but it was there, flickering like a spark in the ashes.

As Byrhen and his soldiers retreated, dragging him onto his horse, I turned to face my people. Their eyes were wide, their expressions a mixture of shock and awe.

“I will not let the empire take another season from us,” I said, my voice ringing out over the square. “From this day forward, Talvanofa is free. We will stand together, and we will fight for our land, our lives, and our future.”

For a moment, there was silence. Then, one by one, they began to cheer, their voices rising like a tide. It was a sound I had never heard before—not in Talvanofa. It was the sound of rebellion.
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The Purpose 

The dawn arrived cold and bitter, a prelude to the storm I knew was coming. My breath hung in the air as I stepped into the training yard behind my manor, the frost-covered ground crunching underfoot. The events of the past days weighed heavily on me—Byrhen’s blood on my hands, the spark of rebellion ignited among my people, and the knowledge that the empire would not let my defiance go unanswered.

Jakub was already there, his practice sword slicing through the frigid air with deliberate, measured strikes. He was diligent, as always, but his movements were still too rigid. He approached the blade like it was a tool, not an extension of himself. His heart was in the right place, but his body and mind had yet to catch up.

“Loosen your grip,” I called out, stepping closer. “Let the sword flow with you.”

Jakub paused, glancing over his shoulder at me, his breath coming in short, misty bursts. “I’ve been trying, my lord,” he said, adjusting his stance. “But it feels... unnatural.”

“That’s because you’re forcing it,” I said, drawing my own blade. Its edge gleamed faintly, a relic of the Omni Order forged in an age when balance still held sway. “The sword isn’t just a weapon, Jakub. It’s an extension of your purpose. If you fight against it, you’ll never find harmony.”

He nodded, though his brow furrowed in concentration. I moved to stand opposite him, raising my blade. “Again,” I instructed. “This time, focus not on the sword, but on the rhythm of the strikes. Let the flow guide you.”

Jakub stepped forward, meeting my blade with his. The wooden weapons collided with a solid thud, and for a moment, he followed my rhythm, his movements syncing with mine. But his frustration bled through as his strikes faltered, breaking the flow. He backed away, lowering his sword with a sigh.

“I don’t know how you do it, my lord,” he muttered. “You make it look effortless.”

I sheathed my weapon, offering him a faint smile. “It isn’t about effortlessness. It’s about purpose. Why do you think we train, Jakub?”

He blinked, caught off guard by the question. “To protect? To defend?”

“Yes,” I said, “but it’s more than that. The Omni Order teaches that peace isn’t just the absence of conflict—it’s balance. True peace requires understanding that conflict is inevitable. We don’t train to avoid it. We train so that when it comes, we face it with purpose.”

Jakub stared at me, the weight of my words sinking in. “And what if peace is something we never truly achieve?” he asked. “The Hyltorian Empire, the Rementheium mines, the Arbitrator’s grip—it feels like we’re always fighting something.”

His doubt struck a familiar chord within me. I, too, had wrestled with those questions, with the gnawing uncertainty of whether our efforts were futile. But I couldn’t let him—or myself—succumb to that despair.

“Peace isn’t a destination,” I said quietly. “It’s a journey. Fragile, fleeting, but worth fighting for. And that is what The Etenal Trilogy teaches us”

He looked down at his practice sword, his expression thoughtful. The morning light caught the faint sheen of frost on its surface, and I saw the resolve flicker in his eyes. Whatever doubts he held, Jakub would not let them consume him. He was stronger than that.

“We need to prepare for what’s coming,” I said, breaking the silence. “Not just with swords, but with something greater.”

Jakub tilted his head, curiosity flickering across his face. “What do you mean?”

I motioned for him to follow me, leading him across the training yard to the forge at the far end. The tools and materials lay ready, their edges glinting in the pale morning light. On the workbench, a small chunk of Rementheium sat, its faint glow pulsing like a heartbeat.

“Rementheium,” I said, picking up the gemstone. “It’s more than just a resource. It’s the foundation of power in this world. The Hyltorian Empire wouldn’t be what it is without it.”

Jakub nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the stone. “I know it powers our weapons, our machines. But... it’s more than that, isn’t it?”

“It is,” I confirmed, holding the Rementheium up to the light. Its colorless surface refracted faint rays of energy, a reminder of the divine power it contained. “This isn’t just a tool. It’s balance itself. Life and death. Creation and destruction. The same energy that shaped this world when O’Rhyus and Apollyon first clashed.”

Jakub’s fingers hovered over the gemstone, hesitant to touch it. He understood the danger of raw Rementheium. Unstable and volatile, it was as likely to destroy its wielder as to empower them.

“The empire hoards it,” I continued, placing the stone on the workbench. “They use it to fuel their armies, to tighten their grip on the provinces. But Rementheium isn’t meant to be hoarded. It’s meant to bring balance.”

Jakub frowned, his brow furrowed in thought. “But if they control most of the Rementheium, how can we fight them? How can we bring balance?”

I smiled faintly, retrieving a hollowed sword blade from the forge’s rack. “That’s what we’re going to work on today.”

He watched as I placed the Rementheium into the hollow chamber of the blade. The weapon was unfinished, its core waiting to be infused with purpose. “We’re going to craft a Rementheium blade,” I said. “But this won’t just be a weapon. It will be a symbol of who you are—and who you’re becoming.”

Jakub’s eyes widened, a mix of awe and trepidation crossing his face. “You’re making this... for me?”

“For you,” I confirmed. “But it won’t just be a gift. It will be your responsibility.”

We worked together in silence, the forge’s fire casting flickering shadows on the walls. Jakub followed my instructions carefully, his hands steady as he assembled the blade’s core. The process was delicate, requiring precision and patience. One wrong move could destabilize the Rementheium, but he didn’t falter.

“Rementheium is the key to everything,” I said, breaking the silence. “It’s what gives the empire its strength. But it’s also their greatest weakness. They’ve forgotten that Rementheium doesn’t bend to greed. If it’s misused, it will destroy them.”

Jakub paused, his gaze thoughtful. “Do you think that’s why they’re so afraid of rebellion? Because they know how fragile their power really is?”

“Perhaps,” I said, aligning the blade’s components. “Their greed blinds them to the danger they’ve created. But that’s why we fight—to ensure no one force grows too strong.”

When we finished, the sword lay before us, its blade gleaming faintly as the Rementheium core pulsed within. Jakub lifted it cautiously, feeling the energy flow through its hilt.

“It’s incredible,” he whispered admiring it's blue glow.

“It’s more than a sword,” I said. “It’s a reminder of the balance we fight for. Of the responsibility you carry as a member of the Omni Order.”

Jakub nodded, his grip firm on the blade. “I won’t let you down.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder, meeting his gaze. “You won’t let yourself down, Jakub. That’s what matters.”  As we stood there, the weight of the coming storm pressing in on us, I felt a flicker of hope. The Hyltorian Empire would come for us. They would bring their armies, their strength, their wrath. But we had something they didn’t. Purpose. And that, I knew, was worth fighting for.
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The Veil

I used to think rebellion was simple: a fight for freedom, a chance to take back what was stolen from us. But sitting here, staring at the shard of Rementheium in my hand, I realized how wrong I’d been.

The gem glowed faintly, its colorless surface catching the dim firelight and fracturing it into tiny rainbows. It didn’t look like much—just a shard, smooth and cold, no larger than a coin. And yet, this little thing had the power to reshape the world.

“Looks ordinary, doesn’t it?” Radcliffe’s voice cut through my thoughts. He sat across from me, his eyes fixed on the shard. His presence always carried weight, like he was more solid than the rest of us. Maybe that was what it meant to be chosen by O’Rhyus.

I turned the shard over in my hand. “Ordinary isn’t the word I’d use,” I said. “It’s... strange. Feels alive, almost.”

Radcliffe leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. The firelight danced across his face, casting shadows that made him look older than he was. “That’s because it is,” he said. “Rementheium isn’t just a resource, Jakub. It’s the residue of Divine Power.”

I frowned, trying to wrap my head around his words. “Divine Power? Like the kind the gods use?”

He nodded. “Exactly. When O’Rhyus and Apollyon fought their first battle, their power bled into the land. It soaked deep into Nantrium, into the earth, and over time, the pressure of the ground turned it into Rementheium. What you’re holding is the byproduct of creation itself.”

I stared at the shard, the weight of his words sinking in. Creation itself. It was hard to believe something so small could hold that kind of significance.

“And The Veil?” I asked, glancing up at him. “What does this have to do with it?”

Radcliffe’s expression darkened, his gaze shifting to the fire. “The Veil is what separates us from The Inbetween,” he said. “It’s a barrier, a boundary made of the same energy as Rementheium. It keeps Apollyon trapped, keeps his influence limited. But it’s not perfect.”

I felt a chill crawl up my spine. The Inbetween. The shadowy realm where Apollyon waited, always scheming, always pushing against The Veil. The idea that the barrier was fragile, that it could be breached, was a terrifying thought.

“So, Rementheium... it’s like a piece of The Veil?” I asked.

“Not just a piece,” Radcliffe said. “It’s a key. The empire uses it to fuel their weapons, their machines, their armies. They’ve even fortified Lushahiem’s walls with it. But every time they extract it, every time they tamper with it, they weaken The Veil. They’re tearing holes in the very thing that keeps Apollyon at bay.”

His words hung heavy in the air, and I felt a knot tighten in my chest. “Why would they do that?” I asked. “Don’t they know what they’re risking?”

Radcliffe’s eyes met mine, and for a moment, I saw the burden he carried, the weight of a man fighting not just for freedom but for the survival of the world itself. “They know,” he said quietly. “They just don’t care. To them, power is all that matters. Balance be damned.”

I looked back at the shard in my hand, its faint glow seeming to pulse with life. This little thing wasn’t just a weapon or a resource. It was a fragment of something sacred, something that kept the chaos at bay. And we were tearing it apart.

“What about us?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “We’re using it too. Doesn’t that make us just as guilty?”

Radcliffe didn’t answer right away. He stared into the fire, his expression unreadable. When he finally spoke, his voice was heavy with regret. “It does,” he admitted. “But we don’t have a choice. Without it, we don’t stand a chance against the empire. The key is using it sparingly, wisely. Enough to win the war, but not enough to tip the balance.”

His words didn’t bring much comfort. If anything, they made the knot in my chest tighten. The stakes were higher than I’d ever realized. This wasn’t just a fight for freedom. It was a fight for the survival of everything—The Veil, balance, the world itself.

I set the shard down, the glow fading as it left my hand. “How do you do it?” I asked, looking up at him. “How do you carry all of this?”

Radcliffe gave a bitter smile. “I don’t have a choice, Jakub. O’Rhyus chose me for this, and whether I like it or not, I have to see it through. But you... you still have a choice.”

“A choice?” I echoed, confused.

“To walk away,” he said. “To leave all of this behind and live a normal life. You’re young. You could still have that.”

I shook my head, the thought almost laughable. “A normal life? There’s no such thing, not with the empire the way it is. Not with everything at stake.”

Radcliffe studied me for a long moment, then nodded. “Good,” he said. “Because we’re going to need people like you—people who question, who think, who see beyond the surface. The rebellion isn’t just about winning a war. It’s about building something better when the war is over.”

His words settled in my chest, a spark of something I hadn’t felt before. Purpose. Responsibility. Hope.

I picked up the shard again, its faint glow returning as it touched my skin. It didn’t feel as heavy this time. Instead, it felt like a promise—a reminder of what we were fighting for.

For balance. For The Veil. For a world worth saving.
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Chapter 6
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The Path

The road ahead felt endless, a serpentine thread winding through the heart of Hyltoria, each curve revealing a new layer of the empire’s reach. The land seemed to breathe with its own pulse: the rhythmic sway of cotton in Talvanofa’s fields, the ominous groan of pines in Wolfshire’s forests, and the whisper of ancient winds through Cloud Fall’s peaks. It was a tapestry of life, vast and unyielding, and yet it bore the heavy imprint of the empire. Every mile traveled felt like wading deeper into its shadow.

Radcliffe’s words were my anchor, his faith in me a light in the growing dark.

“Jakub,” he had said as I prepared for the journey. “The land remembers, even if its people forget. Show them that balance isn’t just an idea—it’s a truth they once lived by. Make them see it again.”

Hyltoria wasn’t just a land of provinces and keeps; it was a living testament to O’Rhyus’s vision. Every tree, every stone bore the weight of history, of struggles long buried beneath the empire’s grip. To unite the Valtas wasn’t just to inspire rebellion—it was to remind Hyltoria of what it was meant to be. And that was the biggest idea I had to carry.

The Strength of Wolfshire

Wolfshire was Hyltoria’s northern trade hub, its forests thick with shadows and secrets. The air here carried a primal energy, sharp and biting, as if the land itself resisted being tamed. The keep loomed ahead, a monolith of dark stone surrounded by towering pines. It was built not for grandeur but for survival, its walls scarred by the claws of ancient battles.

The people of Wolfshire mirrored their land—fiercely independent and unyielding. Even their greeting had weight, eyes sharp as blades assessing whether I was friend or foe. Valta Abel, their leader, was the embodiment of this strength. His presence filled the room like a storm, his voice a low growl that seemed to resonate through the stone walls.

“You think you can rally us all with words?” he asked, crossing arms as thick as tree trunks. “Unity doesn’t come easy here. Not for us.”

His words hung heavy in the air, a challenge and a warning. Yet I felt the ancient power of Wolfshire in his words. This province, with its wild, untamed forests, was Hyltoria’s shield—a bastion against forces that sought to dominate. It was Abel’s respect for strength, not speeches, that earned his tentative agreement. When I left, the howls of wolves echoed through the forest, a sound as old as the land itself.

The climb into Cloud Fall was like ascending into another world. The jagged peaks rose like sentinels, their faces veiled in mist. Here, the air was thin and biting, carrying the scent of frost and pine. Streams of clear water cascaded down rocky cliffs, their whispers adding to the haunting symphony of the peaks. The land seemed untouched by time, a place where Hyltoria’s ancient spirit lingered.

Valta Noa ruled this realm, his keep perched precariously on a cliff’s edge. It was a modest structure of stone and timber, blending seamlessly with the landscape. Inside, the hall was stark yet warm, its hearth fire battling the chill that seeped through the stone.

“Radcliffe seeks unity,” he said, his voice as sharp as the wind outside. “It’s an admirable goal, but fragile things break easily. Are you prepared for what will come if it does break?”

Her words carried the weight of someone who understood the precariousness of balance. Cloud Fall itself was a testament to this—it stood only because it adapted, bending to the forces that sought to break it. Noa’s agreement felt like gaining the trust of the mountains themselves, but his warning followed me down the treacherous paths. The mist clung to my cloak, a reminder of the fragility of the path I walked.

Hyndale unfolded before me like a hymn of abundance. Rivers cut through fertile plains, their waters shimmering under the sun. The villages bustled with activity, carts laden with goods moving between fields and marketplaces. This was Hyltoria’s heart of commerce, where the empire’s coins jingled loudest, and alliances were as much a product as water or wood.

Valta Kanan’s keep was a testament to Hyndale’s prosperity. Its halls were adorned with tapestries that depicted trade routes, conquests, and alliances. The air inside was heavy with the scent of ink and parchment—a fortress built on deals as much as defenses.

“The empire’s boldness is a threat, I’ll grant you that,” Kanan said, his sharp eyes scanning the map spread before him. “But unity is a gamble. If we lose, the empire’s retribution will fall hardest on us.”

Hyndale’s wealth was both its strength and its burden. Kanan’s agreement was pragmatic, but it came with the understanding that his support hinged on clear, calculated gains. As I left Hyndale, the river beside me reflected the sunset’s golden hues, a reminder of the delicate balance between prosperity and peril. From Hyndale I took a boat following the Hyltorian River south to Mophia.

Mophia and Finela were a study in contrasts. Mophia’s arid plains were dotted with hardy crops and wind-carved sands, while Finela’s verdant valleys brimmed with wildflowers and a dense oasis. Together, they embodied the duality of survival—endurance and abundance. Their shared keep, a sprawling structure of sandstone and marble, sat at the border of their lands, a symbol of unity forged through a marriage long ago.

Valtas Hymchiel and Elshlyja met me in the great hall, their bond evident in their easy camaraderie as cousins. Hymchiel was a man of few words, his voice steady as the land he ruled. Elshlyja, by contrast, spoke with a warmth that belied his cunning.

“We’ve seen Talvanofa’s defiance,” Hymchiel said, his eyes locked on mine. “But a rebellion isn’t built on boldness alone.”

Elshlyja nodded, his gaze thoughtful. “The empire’s watchful eyes are everywhere. One misstep, and we could lose everything.”

Their words underscored the delicate nature of this alliance. As I left their lands, the wind carried the scent of wildflowers and sun-baked earth, a reminder of what we stood to lose—and what we fought to protect.

The journey to Inilyus form The Port of Alfy took me across restless seas, the waves crashing against the ship’s hull as if warning me of the challenges ahead. The island province was a fortress of nature, its cliffs rising defiantly from the ocean. The port city that clung to these cliffs was a hive of activity, its people hardened by the sea’s unpredictability.

Valta Xathan awaited me at his keep, perched at the edge of a cliff that seemed to plunge into infinity. The keep itself was unadorned, its walls marked by the salt spray of countless storms. Xathan was a man as steadfast as the rock beneath his feet, his piercing blue eyes studying me with the precision of a predator.
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