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The Last Shadow Knights

The Seed

An ember, barely glowing in the ashes of a former life—that is what Iron had become. Ten years had passed since he had last called himself by that name, ten years spent in a self-imposed exile in the embrace of the Dragon’s Tooth mountains, a series of jagged, sharp peaks that tore at the clouds like the teeth of some colossal, petrified beast. His hovel was a miserable mix of driftwood and scattered stone, clinging to the mountainside like an old wound that refused to heal. The air at this altitude was thin and cold, carrying with it the eternal whistle of a wind that told tales of isolation and oblivion.

His days were a monotonous ritual of survival. He would wake with the first gray threads of dawn as they struggled to climb the eastern peaks, and his unchanging routine would begin. He checked the traps he set for rabbits and ptarmigans, gathered firewood from the thorny coniferous forests that clung to life on the lower slopes, and spent hours patching his hovel, which was always on the verge of collapsing under the weight of winter snow or summer rain. His hands, once trained to grip the hilt of a sword with lethal precision, had now grown coarse and cracked from the harsh manual labor. They had transformed from an instrument of war into a tool of survival.

But the physical work was not enough to silence the noise in his head. As evening fell, when the long shadows crept up from the valleys to devour the last remnants of daylight, Iron would turn to his only companion: a flask of cheap liquor he bought from a traveling merchant who passed through the area once every few months. The spirits did not so much warm him as they shrouded his memories in a thick, welcome fog. He would drink slowly, his eyes fixed on the flickering fire in his stone hearth, while the ghosts of the past danced with the flames.

The largest and most painful ghost was the fall of Aethelgard, the last bastion of the Shadow Knights. It wasn’t merely a memory; it was an open wound in his soul. He saw the scene every night in his nightmares and relived it in every waking moment of silence. He saw the tendrils of the Eternal Night crawling through the streets of the great city, not like an army, but like a malignant disease, consuming everything it touched. Stone turned to dust, metals rusted in moments, and living bodies withered, turning into empty, whimpering husks before falling silent forever. The smell of ozone and decay filled the air, a scent etched into his memory with letters of fire.

He remembered his brothers and sisters of the Order, the Shadow Knights, clad in their polished obsidian armor that did not reflect light but absorbed it. They stood like a wall of disciplined night against the chaotic darkness. But that wall had crumbled. He watched them being consumed, one by one, swallowed by an absolute darkness that fed on light itself, on courage itself. And harshest of all, he remembered the face of his commander, Thorin, the man who had been like a father to him. In the final moments, Thorin had looked at Iron, his wide eyes holding a horrifying mix of fear and disappointment. There was no accusation, only a profound sorrow, and that sorrow was more painful than any sword.

Iron was supposed to be the anchor, the final bulwark. Of all the knights, he was the only one who possessed a unique, innate connection to the shadows. He didn’t just use them as a tool; he understood them, spoke to them, and drew from them a strength no other knight possessed. He was the secret weapon that was meant to turn the tide.

But when the decisive moment came, when he stood face-to-face with the Lord of the Eternal Night, the unthinkable happened. The dark entity did not attack him; it tempted him. It offered him a sliver of its power, a glimpse of true, pure darkness, of absolute strength without the constraints of order or discipline. And for one moment, for a single heartbeat frozen in time, Iron hesitated. He felt that power, its terrifying beauty, and its promise of salvation from fear and pain.

That hesitation was all the enemy needed. That moment of doubt was the crack through which the entire dam broke. Their defenses shattered, and the Eternal Night surged forward to engulf everything. Iron fled. It was not a conscious decision but a primal instinct for survival. He turned his back on his brethren as they died and ran like a coward, carrying the shame of that moment with him. This shame was heavier than any armor, sharper than any blade.

The only legacy left to him from his former life was the twin swords strapped to his back. Their hilts were wrapped in worn leather, but the blades, forged in the heart of a fallen star, had never lost their gleam—or rather, their darkness. They did not shine in the moonlight; they drank it, their surfaces a vortex of contained night. Sometimes, in the dead of night, he would draw them from their scabbards. They were not just weapons but an extension of his shattered soul, a constant reminder of his failure. He would practice the ancient combat forms, the “Shadow Dance,” the ghost of his master’s voice echoing in his ears, guiding his movements. His body remembered the lethal grace, the flow of energy through his limbs, even if his spirit was broken. He was a knight in name only, a shadow without a purpose.

His isolation was his shield, a way to hide not only from the world but from himself. But the world had ways of intruding into even the most remote places. News trickled to him slowly, carried on the tongues of the few hunters and merchants who dared to cross the mountain passes. And one day, the news he had been dreading arrived. The kingdom of Eldoria, a nation of grain farmers and sun-worshippers to the east, had fallen.
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