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In a world unnamed, one you and I might call our own, a taiga forest met the ice of the northern tundra. There, almost improbably, stood an inhabited village called Föhrdorf, enveloped in cold and darkness. South of it, beyond a river crossed by a bricked bridge, towering pine and spruce opened onto a larger village called Fichtenhain, better supplied and reachable within half a day’s walk. As with any world, threat required an origin.


Here, it took the form of raids and the violence of hostile mobs. Pillagers were described as traitors, villagers led astray by witches, while vindicators and evokers were believed to embody a deeper evil. Both taiga villages remained exposed to such incursions. Only one settlement lay beyond reach. Ödmark stood past the cemetery and the northern tundra ice, accessible only by a seven-day journey on foot in lined clothing. Hostile mobs did not survive the passage. They froze in the powdered snow before arriving.


From the mist of Fichtenhain, a warrior one day appeared, not of villager flesh nor their animus.


It claimed a bed made of wool by the sheep it slaughtered and the wood of spruce.


Thus, a new period of uneasy coexistence began. The villagers rarely saw the warrior except in the crimson flare of a raid horn, or at dawn, when it returned in silence to sleep. Yet rumours of the protector spread as far as Föhrdorf. Its chests were always heavy with valuable ore, and though it defended the village with brutal efficciency, it took what it required without asking permission.


Once, a child said to its mother while they crouched between raids, breath folded small inside a cellar, it had seen the warrior. Standing. Only moving when movement was required, as though each gesture were costly. The child said the warrior had remained before a single tree for days, no bread lifted to the mouth, no head bowed into sleep. Just there. Upright. Watching nothing. Or listening to something no one else could hear. As if the body had been left  behind by its own soul. As if the wind could have mistaken it for another trunk in the forest.


As the raids failed with the aid of the warrior, the hostile mobs slowly grew restless. The evokers and witches sought darker recourse by making a pact with the mythic Enderdragon. When power was traded for ruin, the undead rose by night to join a war intended to eradicate the villagers.


The year was counted as 1430, when the war began. By then, the warrior had purged the surrounding lands of hostile mobs and commanded the villagers to remain indoors after dusk. With supplies gathered from both villages, it began its journey to beat the Enderdragon.


Hope lasted the first winter. By the fisfth, the bed it had slept in was firewood. By the tenth, the children who had seen it were parents telling tales. When the pillagers came back, no one looked toward the forest waiting for salvation. They simply bolted their doors.


It was fourteen years into the war, the warrior still vanished, the pillagers had built an outpost across the river from Föhrdorf and from there kept watch over the villagers. At first, they collected the elderly and at last children, holding them captive in the outpost, for reasons unknown. They quietly disappeared and never returned. Further inland, they constructed a brothel for their own,


a structure as deliberate as it was visible. Purple terracotta. Blackstone roof. Dark oak beams. The brothel did not blend into the taiga, as from the village, it was a gash of colour against the grey. And on still nights, when the river ran quiet, the wind brought sounds that made mothers cover their children's ears. The years had thinned whatever hope remained. The only message that ever reached the taiga was that the warrior had vanished into the End.


It was a drizzly autumn evening in the year 1444, one of those evenings when the cold settled into bones before winter had even properly begun. In the chapel of Föhrdorf, where displaced orphans of the war now slept in rows against the walls, a ceremony hosted by Pastor Ignatius took place despite the hardship. Perhaps because of it. Candles guttered, their light insufficcient against the gloom pressing at the windows. The villagers who could spare the time had gathered in loose rows, their breath visible in the unheated space. Children too young to participate sat on the stone floor, legs crossed, watching with the wide eyes of those who understood more than they were told.


Before them stood a young girl named Maren. She was an orphan, whose brother left  her in the chapel and never returned. Her hands were raw from cold, her woolen tunic mended in three places, but she held herself straight. She stepped forward among the workstations and claimed the profession of mason. It was assigned to her. A quiet nod from Pastor Ignatius followed. She would serve at the chapel now, stonecutting by day and tending to its duties as a nun by night. A bed in the corner of the vestry, meals taken with the orphans, a life measured in prayer and hard labour.


Behind her came Marlon. He approached the smoker and accepted the profession of butcher. The smoker would go to him after the ceremony, along with the understanding that from now on, he would be the one to bleed the animals and portion the meat. It was honest work. Necessary work. Work that would keep him fed when others went hungry.


A murmur of relief moved through the crowd. Low at first, then rising in a soft  exhale that might have been a collective sigh. No one had turned out to be a nitwit. A nitwit, in the language of the villagers, was a child unable to take on a profession. Unable in terms the almighty does not assign one to such. Such a person was given the enchanted green robe at the ceremony, a garment that could not be removed for long. Once donned, a few hours, perhaps. A night. But by morning, it would be back, wrapped around its wearer like a second skin. It marked uselessness in the eyes of the order, and that none emerged from this rite was received as relief. The relief was shared by Pastor Ignatius, for whom Marlon was never merely another orphan. He remembered clearly the day the child had been brought to the chapel four years ago, still a newborn. Marlon had smiled at him then, a small, unknowing gesture that stirred something long kept in check. It was the quiet wish for fatherhood restrained by the obligations of spiritual authority; he never allowed himself to speak out loud.


By the end of the ceremony, the chapel had begun to empty. Griselda, a fellow mason five years older than Maren, appeared at the girl's side and guided her toward the stonecutters' tools laid out on a worn workbench. She was practical, Griselda, with hands already callused and a voice that did not waste words. She explained the duties expected of her at the chapel: the stones to be cut for repairs, the hours to be kept for prayer, the children who would need watching when the nuns were occupied. Maren listened with quiet diligence, nodding at the right moments, asking no questions. When the evening bells rang, she climbed the ladder to the upper floor and lay down among the narrow beds, each one holding a child too small or too orphaned to sleep elsewhere. Marlon did not follow immediately.


Pastor Ignatius drew him aside, into the shadowed corner where the chapel's single candle could not reach. In a low voice, the pastor asked whether the boy would consider leaving with him. The winter ahead promised little mercy, and with the pillagers entrenched across the river, Ignatius no longer believed the chapel would survive another season. He and the remaining elder nuns had resolved to take what provisions were left  and attempt the journey to Ödmark. It was a solution without certainty. Marlon listened and shook his head. He would go only if Maren went with him and without waiting for a reply, too, went upstairs to sleep.


Ignatius stood in thought, weighing the danger of taking another four-year-old into an already precarious escape. From the corner of the chapel, Griselda had heard enough. Fear pressed hard against her composure. She stepped forward, then fell to her knees before the pastor. She pleaded to be taken instead. She was older, she argued, strong enough to walk, only one person to account for. Once a safe path had been secured, they could return for the others. It would even be better for Marlon, she said, if fewer burdens endangered the journey. Ignatius hesitated. Griselda’s reasoning was difficcult to dismiss. He looked toward the ladder. Then back at Griselda, kneeling on the cold stone. And he decided.


By morning, Maren stood among eight children and Marlon, the chapel quieter than before. Only one chest of provisions remained, an insufficcient inheritance. The days after were filled with children’s cries. They cried from hunger, from cold, from the simple bewilderment of being left. They cried at night when the wind rattled the shuttrs, and they cried at dawn when they woke to find their mothers still absent, still gone, still not coming back. Maren learned to move through the sound of it, to tend to the youngest first, to portion the remaining food in ways that would stretch. She took up the stonecuttr's tools without anyone to guide her, chipping at blocks until her hands bled, because the chapel's walls needed repair and no one else would do it. The unfamiliar weight of stonecutting, and the constant undercurrent of fear, left  Maren trembling. There was no one to guide her. More often than not, even with Marlon’s help, she fell asleep from exhaustion or wept alongside the children when their sobbing grew unbearable.


Maren concealed her strain. Marlon did not. He moved through the days with a stillness that was its own kind of cry. He helped where he could, carrying water, watching the smallest children, but when exhaustion took him, he did not fight it. Maren mostly found him asleep against the chapel wall or woke to find him curled beside her in the night, his small back pressed against hers for warmth. Marlon eventually found assistance from two older leatherworkers, both widowed in the occupation. One had sent her sons away by water before the river was watched. The other kept her prematurely born child hidden inside one of the remaining timbered houses, a secret she protected with a ferocity that bordered on madness.


Three years earlier, a pillager’s crossbow had ended her husband’s life. She had been spared the brothel, not because her husband's attempt at protection had an impact, but only because she was judged unsuitable. A kick to her pregnant body had sent her to the roadside and she was left  in agonizing pain until someone found her. In a village half-ruined, many might have considered the passage to Ödmark, or escape altogether. Yet grief and fear have a way of fastening people to the only ground they have ever known.


Beneath the outpost, villagers were kept in chains. The cellar was not deep, barely more than a hole dug into frozen earth, walled with timber that bled sap in warmer months. Now the sap had frozen into amber beads, and the chains had frozen too, or so it felt to the wrists that wore them. Men and women and children crouched in the dark, their breath clouding, their backs against walls that never warmed. Among them was Gerd, eleven years old, clothed in the green robe of a nitwit. It no longer shone. Blood and sweat had darkened it into something closer to earth.


That day, the pillagers' amusement was mockery of the warrior that had vanished. Their laughter filled the air as they bound a villager to a spruce post and lit the pyre. They were curious, they said, eager to test the metele of the witch's fire-resistance potion. The concoction was a lie. The captives’ screams and the sickening sweet stench of their burning flesh were swallowed by the darkness. Ironically, that was the only moment the basement was flooded with light. Archery practice came often. Gerd was a living target. They stood him against the outpost wall, at a distance that varied with their whim. Close enough to wound, far enough to watch him fall. The arrows came without warning, thudding into the timber beside his head, grazing his arms, once piercing the loose fabric of his robe and pinning him to the wall for an entire afternoon. He learned not to flinch. Flinching drew laughter, and laughter drew more arrows. More fearsome still were the rare moments when a vindicator chose to demonstrate its strength, hacking at him with a dull, unenchanted axe, a display of brute force meant to draw a scream. It never did. In the beginning, his eyes had resembled the others’, wide with terror, or lit by futile defiance. Now they held nothing at all.
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The winter lingered and did not forgive. When it finally receded, another year had been claimed, and a third orphan lay beneath the frozen earth to malnutrition. Maren remained at the graves long after the others had gone. Starvation was it. She stood there until her feet numbed and her fingers lost feeling. Guilt pressed inward; doubt followed close behind. She should have done more, she accused herself. She should have given the girl her own portion, slept closer, noticed sooner. The thoughts circled, and the grave offred no answer. It was exactly at that moment, when the sky above her tore open in violet fire. The beginning of the year 1445.


Not long after, the pillagers, and with them the hostile mobs, began to falter. Reports spread first as rumour: figures dissolving mid-stride, patrols collapsing into dust, crossbows falling uselessly to the ground. Then the vanishings became undeniable. They broke apart as though the world itself had revoked them. It was taken as the warrior’s victory. The Enderdragon had fallen.


Yet the warrior did not return. Days passed. Weeks. The villagers watched the tree line, the mist, the places where a figure might emerge. Nothing came. Its absence settled over the taiga as heavily as winter once had. Peace came, but it came without witness.


In the weeks that followed, Maren and Marlon withdrew to a narrow hut adjoining the chapel, its timber pressed close against the stone. The orphans remained in the upper chamber beneath the beams, where wind traced the roof at night. Among them lay a newborn whose name had been writtn with deliberate care: Helga. Her mother had not survived the birth. Her father was a name no one knew. But she had arrived in the world at the moment the dragon fell, and the orphans had decided, without quite saying so, that this meant something.


From a window cut into the upper wall of the chapel, the square lay visible, the returning traders, the slow reordering of daily life. To an outsider, the chapel might have seemed peripheral.


In truth, it remained the axis of Föhrdorf. Within its walls, remembrance was arranged with solemn precision. Upon the altar stood a sheep, its wool pale beneath the tremor of candlelight. Around it burned red tapers, tokens of sacrifice and of blood once spilled across snow and field. Each evening the orphans lit them anew. Grief was not permitted to darken entirely.


In time, the leatherworker’s sons returned and took residence in the fisherman’s hut by the lake. Nets were mended. Boats were steadied. A former rhythm resumed. Emeralds began to pass between hands again, drawn from abandoned outposts and traded with caution. War receded not in triumph, but in adjustment. Marlon apprenticed himself to livestock. From the tending of cattle he learned patience; from the breeding of pigs, provision. A modest stall of his appeared in the square. It offered little, yet it endured.


Far from the square, beneath the abandoned outpost, the last remnants of the old order unravelled. The pillagers who had remained there spoke in fragments, rumours of a warrior clad in purple netherite, of a dragon felled in a distant dimension. They did not finish their sentences. One by one, they disintegrated where they stood, their words scattring with them.


The captives watched in disbelief as iron loosened and stone fell silent. Chains slackened. Doors stood ajar.


In the days that followed, the prisoners freed themselves carefully, as though the world might reverse its mercy. When they turned at last toward Gerd, Gerhard, his actual name, but too serious for a nitwit, they saw what little green remained upon his robe, dulled by damp and time. They looked at one another, then away. And they left  him in the hollowed outpost, alone.
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Gerd remained in the hollowed dark, the outpost did not release him. The others left, captives, pillagers, creatures torturing him for years. Not because he chose to. Somewhere in those first weeks alone, he had forgotten how to leave.


What felt to him like two weeks was, in truth, two years he did not move. At the edge of his vision creatures appeared. The pillagers who had tortured him. The captives who had abandoned him. The villager who had burned at the post. They stood in corners, watched from doorways, lingered just beyond the reach of light, then vanished when he turned his head. He wanted them to stop. He begged them not to leave. But after another blink of his eyes, he was on his own again. After another two weeks, so he measured it, the vindicator returned. Or perhaps he had never left. He stood where the light never reached, axe dragging softly across stone, eyes fixed on Gerd. His body tensed, followed by rapid blinking. When he prepared to feel the dull blade cutting through his flesh again, on his shoulder, his middle, the frightening figure disappeared again. After what felt like a few more weeks, Gerd withdrew from eating. There was nothing left  to find. He lay against the wall as his body began its long negotiation with absence. Time untangled itself. The weeks lost their number. The figures grew clearer. They circled him, pillagers, captives, the burning villager, the vindicator, watching. Waiting. As if for him to finally understand what they had come to show him.
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