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Prologue 
What came before — in The Chronicles of Wetherid: The Legacy of the Elves
Nearly a quarter-century has passed since the armies of the Shadowlord Erwight of Entorbis marched on Ib’Agier in what would become the last great battle against the free peoples of Wetherid.
In those days, war raged as it seldom had before. With his host of Grey Dwarves, Mist Elves, Orcs, Ogres, and the Undead, Erwight sought to shatter the mighty dwarfhold of Ib’Agier — and force open the path to Wetherid’s heart.
But the dwarves held fast, joined by the knights of Astinhod, the warriors of DeShadin’s desert, the barbarians of Thir, and the elves of the Glorious Vale. They stood together — and they fought with honor.
At the heart of the conflict was the Book of Wetherid — the object of every faction’s desire. Its missing pages, hidden across many lands and guarded by many peoples, could have granted the Shadowlord the power to awaken a force long sealed in darkness.
And for a time, it seemed he would succeed. A traitor placed the completed book into his hands.
Yet in the end, the light prevailed.
Ib’Agier bore the wounds of battle, and the bloodshed was vast. But the peoples of Wetherid remained free.
A new queen rose in Astinhod. King Agnulix reclaimed the strength of the dwarves. The desert warriors Manamii and Wahmubu, the tribes of Thir, and the Elves of the Glorious Vale stood united — and in that unity, they came to know the deeper value of loyalty and kinship.
In the shadow of war, a truth was revealed: 
That though the book held great power, its truest strength lay not in magic — but in unity.
Vrenli, grandson of a wise alchemist, became its new Keeper. Once a humble soul from Abketh, he now guards the book in days of peace. His journeys — with Gorathdin, Aarl, Borlix, Werlis, and many others — have passed into legend.
The decades that followed were strangely still. 
No army from Fallgar pressed westward. 
No new darkness stirred.
Many believed evil had been vanquished for good.
But calm seasons often veil the brewing of storms. 
And some have begun to sense that Wetherid may again stand at the edge of peril.
So it is that Vrenli — long since a father, content in quiet hearth and home — finds his world shaken once more.
One night, the sound of hooves in the dark draws him back to those he once called fellowship. 
A single message shatters the comfort of peace.
Was Erwight’s fall truly the end of all evil?
Or do darker forces sleep in far corners of this world — shadows still waiting to wake?
CHAPTER 1
Demonic Peril
A searing wind tore down from the volcanic cliffs of Raga Gur, scattering ash into the air and dragging behind it the bitter stench of burnt stone.
Gorzod Greyswings stood motionless at the edge of the basalt platform. 
His cloak fluttered once, then fell still. 
He looked down into the valley — and what he saw there burned its shape into him, deeper than he would ever speak.
Where once proud campfires had blazed, where drums had spoken through the ravines, only stillness remained. 
Not silence — stillness. The kind that follows ruin.
The orcs stood at the edge of vanishing.
The battle lost at Ib’Agier, twenty years gone, had marked them not with scars, but with absence. 
They had marched beneath the banner of Erwight of Entorbis, chasing the glint of a promise that had never been theirs. 
And when it broke, when the alliance splintered and victory fled, it was the orcs who paid the price.
Their greatest warriors were gone — not remembered, not buried. 
Swallowed by a war that offered no glory. 
Only loss. Only shame.
Gorzod’s fingers clawed into the edge of the stone. The cold bit back. 
Fury twisted through him — tight as iron. And beneath it — despair.
How long must they remain like this? 
Bent. Dispersed. Bound to slow decline.
One force remained. Vast. Rooted in things older than the world, and heedless of all who named it. 
It did not redeem. It devoured.
And Gorzod had found it.
“You shall be proud again,” he whispered.
His fingers traced the runes etched into the tablets — stone unearthed in the tombs of his bloodline, still dark with memory.
He knew what waited here. 
The fate of his people had settled into his hands like weight.
The words carved into the rock spoke of power beyond naming — a last glimmer within the ash of all that had failed. 
And a warning, too:
A force no soul born of flesh shall command.
He turned from the brink and entered the ritual hall.
The mountain muttered beneath his feet — the breath of buried fire stirring in the deep.
Ancient sigils lined the black stone walls, catching the restless light and throwing it back in fragments. 
The rite he had prepared was old. And perilous. 
This was not the first time he had stood here. 
Each time, he had been torn — courage on one side, fear on the other.
Would he dare it now? Would it save them? 
Or would it shatter what remained?
The visions always came. Not prophecy — but possibility. 
They struck in flashes: radiant, and terrible. 
They stirred his blood. Set his spirit shivering. 
And beneath that trembling — hunger.
He had seen the orc-banner rise — across Fallgar, across Wetherid, even beyond the horizon’s edge. 
A world brought low beneath their feet.
“Extraordinary chances demand unrelenting choices,” Gorzod muttered, tightening his grip around the cold rim of the sacrificial bowl.
His jaw locked.
With a growl pulled from the gut, he cast the offerings into the flame — the charred heart of a black wolf, the bones of a fallen champion, and the blood of a Haldaki, a winged beast of the high skies.
Flames surged upward — wild, snapping — and a dense column of smoke coiled into the space above the altar.
Then — a voice.
Sharp. Deep. Like iron split in frost:
“Who dares summon me? What fool believes it can command the powers of the Abyss?”
Gorzod stepped back, the heat against his chest. 
He did not flinch. He did not breathe. Then:
“I am Gorzod Greyswings, chieftain of the orcs of Raga Gur. 
Servant of the ancient spirits. 
I have called you, Xaroth — to open the way. That we may rule this world together. 
I offer you a pact.”
A low laugh moved through the hall — slow, coiling.
From the heart of the smoke, a shape began to form — cloaked in shadow, flickering at the edges, vast and unfinished.
“A pact?” Xaroth’s voice cracked the dark. 
“You know nothing of what you summon. 
My power was not made for hands like yours. 
And still you dare offer me a bargain — blind to what you’ve woken?”
Gorzod did not step back.
“I know what you are. 
Only you can raise the orcs again. 
Let us shape a new dominion — together.”
Xaroth fell still. 
The silence lengthened — not empty, but watching.
Then he spoke, low and bright with danger:
“So. Not salvation, then. Dominion. 
You reach far, shaman. 
But know this — the pact has its price.”
The shadow thickened — breathed in — and wrapped itself around Gorzod like smoke made flesh.
“You shall give all. Not only your soul, but the souls of many. 
It will take ten moon-turns before I rise in Fallgar. 
And in that time — you will feed me. 
When the hour comes, I shall claim this world. 
Do you accept?”
Though doubt gnawed at him, Gorzod raised his clenched fists.
“I am ready. Speak your demand — and I shall fulfill it.”
“There is a soul of purity. That shall be the first you bring me. 
And I shall aid you in taking it,” Xaroth hissed.
Gorzod’s breath faltered.
“Whose soul, Master?” he asked softly.
“Queen Lythinda of Astinhod!” Xaroth’s voice rang out like a blow.
Gorzod’s heart raced.
What the demon demanded was near impossible. 
Queen Lythinda — the most powerful ruler in Wetherid. 
Her realm, Astinhod, lay far beyond Fallgar. 
Her army was vast. Her palace heavily guarded. 
She was the wife of Gorathdin the half-elf — a close companion of Master Drobal — both once foes of Erwight of Entorbis.
His thoughts reeled, seeking a path. 
His breath grew shallow. 
He rubbed his hands in agitation. 
His gaze fixed on the flames of the ritual fire.
The heat called back to him the suffering of his people — the hunger they could no longer name.
He exhaled slowly and nodded.
“So be it.”
The air in the hall began to stir. 
It twisted, thickened, pulsed as Xaroth took form. 
The ground quaked. Cracks split the stone. Flames licked toward the ceiling. 
The veil to the soul-realm trembled — then tore.
A hum rose through the chamber — low, swelling, impossible. 
And then, a sound like thunder split the world.
Gorzod fell to his knees, gasping. 
With a sharp crack, the ritual fire collapsed inward. 
Only the shadow remained — lodged deep in his chest. 
And a terrible certainty followed: 
Something had left with part of him.
― ᛟ ―
Two moon-turns had passed.
Far to the west, upon the island of Horunguth, in the Tower of Mages, Master Drobal stood among his adepts. 
They had gathered to speak of disturbances they could no longer dismiss — harbingers each of them had felt.
At his side stood Raynarus and Elvoran — two young magi he had taken in after the battle at Ib’Agier, twenty years before. 
They said nothing as they stared from the tall windows, across the broad and glittering sea.
Then Master Drobal began to speak, his voice measured, his brow drawn.
“Something dark hangs in the air,” he said. 
“Some nights past, I had a vision — one I cannot cast aside as mere dream. 
I saw shadows rising — not from this world. 
A voice called to me, cold and old and without mercy.”
He turned slowly from the window.
“It said: Drobal … master of secrets. 
You are clever — cleverer than most. 
But even clever men misjudge what they do not understand. 
Your power wanes before mine. 
I am Xaroth — breath of annihilation, blade that sunders all order. 
Your world shall burn.”
His voice faded. He moved to the center table and sat.
“I saw fire — rising through blackened rifts in the earth. 
Cities collapsing into the depths, nothing left but char and ruin. 
Shadows moved across the land — broken shapes, crying without voices. 
And over all of it, a blood-red sky. 
The vision swelled — and I saw hosts beyond counting, marching beneath Xaroth’s banner, and a throne of skulls rising from a gulf of fire.”
Silence settled. He stroked his beard once, then folded his hands.
“I do not know how to name what I saw,” he said at last. 
“But something is wrong. 
Each rite I perform, each word of power — it leaves me thinner. 
As if something feeds. Quietly. Persistently.”
Raynarus and Elvoran joined him.
“I too have heard whispers,” said Raynarus. 
“Some seers speak of dreams they cannot shake. 
Others of visions they dare not share. 
I have spoken with more than one. 
And the name Gorzod Greyswings has passed between them — and the word pact.”
He closed his eyes a moment, as if steadying himself.
“I’ve seen the world shift. 
In some places, beasts flee lands they once called home. 
Birds fly in circles, without course — as if they’ve lost the sky.”
And the winds carry a whisper — something dark, as though from another realm. 
Even the elements themselves seem unbound.”
A hush settled over the room, broken only by the soft crackling of the firebowl.
Master Drobal rose slowly. 
The shadows of his cloak flickered in the firelight, as if moved by a will of their own. 
He stepped toward one of the shelves, his gaze drifting across the spines. 
On the fourth row from the bottom, his hand slid along the bindings — then stopped, suddenly, as if compelled. 
He drew forth a book, carefully leafed through the pages, and at last returned to the table, where he laid it down with deliberate weight.
“The Libratus Daemonae,” he said softly — and began to read:
“Xaroth, commander of the First Legion of Darkness. 
His name is like a wall of flame, devouring all — a force that, in elder ages, cast entire kingdoms into dread and ruin. 
Xaroth is no mortal being, no creature of flesh and blood. 
He is darkness made living, born of the deepest shadows of the soul-realm. 
He is the embodiment of tyranny, enslavement, and ruin. 
Where he walks, dominion follows. 
Cities fall, kings kneel, and even light itself seems to wither. 
His title, the World-Burner, is no legend, but a mark of flames unleashed in damnation. 
They devour not only the bodies of the living, but the essence of their souls. 
Nothing remains.”
He glanced briefly at Raynarus and Elvoran and drew a long breath, then continued:
“Xaroth is invincible. 
His existence cannot be extinguished. 
It is said that even his summoning is enough to twist the will and dreams of those who call him. 
His words are a poison — slow, corrosive — that eats at the soul.”
He paused. The gravity in his voice left no doubt. Then he went on:
“The rites of summoning are lost — or hidden. 
It is believed that only through a ritual of immense precision could Xaroth be drawn into this world. 
And even then, no binding is known. 
He cannot be destroyed — only driven back.”
His voice dropped into thought.
“I cannot say this with certainty. 
But the danger I feel is real. 
If you ask me — I would say this: Xaroth is pressing into our world.”
Suddenly, Elvoran rose with a start; his chair scraped loudly across the stone.
“I’ve read of this before… but where?” he murmured — almost to himself.
He turned to the shelves and began searching the aisles, his movements sharp and restless.
Master Drobal and Raynarus exchanged a glance.
“Elvoran — what are you seeking?” Master Drobal asked.
“Wait… just a moment,” came the reply. 
“It’s here, somewhere. I read once of a threat from the soul-realm.”
He searched deeper, until at last, in a corner near the floor, he uncovered a stack of books. 
With a triumphant smile, he lifted a thick, dust-covered volume.
The Scholar-Chronicles of Horunguth, he murmured.
He returned to the table at once. 
His hands moved swiftly through the pages — then halted.
“Here! I knew it!” he said, pointing to a passage, his fingers gliding across the yellowed lines.
“It speaks of a time in the twenty-third or twenty-fourth cycle,” he began. 
“It is written that our predecessors — the mages of Horunguth and the Glorious Elves — forged seven artifacts. 
Their purpose: to bind and contain a threat that rose from the soul-realm and once endangered Wetherid. 
Yet the trail of these relics has vanished into the haze of history. 
Some say they were stolen. 
Others claim they were hidden, to shield their power from misuse. 
The truth is lost to shadow.”
Master Drobal nodded slowly, his eyes fixed sharply on Elvoran.
“Is that all?” he asked in a grave tone.
“Yes… the remaining lines are illegible,” Elvoran replied.
Suddenly, he took the book and walked in quick steps to his worktable.
“Elvoran, what are you doing?” Master Drobal called out in surprise.
“Wait!” Elvoran answered.
He took a vial from a shelf above the table and used a small glass dropper to collect a few drops of the translucent liquid.
“Some parts of the page have faded, but I know a way to bring them back to light,” he explained, and carefully dropped the solution onto the parchment.
For a moment, nothing appeared — but after some time, several lines slowly returned to the page.
Elvoran read them aloud.
“It speaks of an artifact said to lie in the Northland. 
Perhaps it is the Crystal of Seeing. 
It is said to reveal the locations of the other artifacts.”
Raynarus shook his head.
“Somewhere in the Northland… That’s little more than a vague promise. 
And the risk of finding nothing is high.”
Master Drobal remained silent. His thoughts circled visibly.
“Even so, we have no other choice. 
If what is written here holds true, then this crystal may be the key to stopping the demon. 
We must take the risk.”
His voice left no room for doubt.
After a pause, he turned to the two men.
“Elvoran, you will remain in the tower and continue your study of the ancient texts. 
There are surely still clues buried in the old language — truths we’ve yet to see. 
Your knowledge will be essential in uncovering how we might oppose Xaroth, should he truly attempt to cross into our world.”
Elvoran gave a solemn nod.
“I will devote myself to the search,” he said.
He closed the book and rose.
Master Drobal turned to Raynarus.
“You must keep watch on the orc shaman. 
You’ll travel to Fallgar and see whether the rumors bear truth. 
But stay hidden. We cannot afford mistakes now.”
“I will depart at once,” Raynarus said.
“I myself will go to Astinhod,” Master Drobal continued. “To find Gorathdin. 
He once saved Wetherid from ruin. 
If anyone can recover the Crystal of Seeing, it is Gorathdin and his fellowship. 
Their strength and experience will be vital to what lies ahead.”
Raynarus nodded, but Elvoran barely heard.
His gaze had fallen back to the book in his hands — and from there, to the endless shelves around him. 
There had to be more hidden in the ancient words than they had yet uncovered.
The Deed
“Laaron, I can’t go on like this,” Leandra whispered when they met in secret one evening in the palace garden.
Laaron looked at her — truly looked — but she turned away.
“I love you. But I cannot betray Queen Lythinda.”
He stepped closer, brushing a hand through her long brown hair.
“You’re doing this for us,” he said softly. 
“The Governor will bring her down — and we will be richly rewarded.”
Tears slid down her cheeks. She pressed her palms to her face and turned aside.
“But at what cost? She trusts me. We’re like friends… like sisters.”
Laaron laughed — low and hollow.
“Sisters?” His voice had turned sharp. 
“She is a queen. You are a handmaid. Do you truly believe she feels more than distant kindness?”
He stepped in, cupping her face, forcing her to meet his eyes.
“Think on how you’ve lived all these years. Always polite. Always composed. 
You carry her burdens. You listen to her grief. You play the perfect role. 
And what comes of it? 
When was the last time anyone stood for you?”
She closed her eyes — but he pressed on.
“Now you have the chance to change everything. 
You must think of yourself. Of us. 
This is the moment.”
His voice held a trace of conviction. A glimmer of something more — as if he believed it.
He kissed her gently.
“No one will suspect. I’ve planned every step. It’s flawless.”
His tone was too casual. A shadow of doubt passed through her. 
She looked at him — should I ask?
But then he smiled and took her hand.
“You are everything to me, Leandra. Please… don’t worry.”
Then he placed the vial in her palm — small, smooth, filled with clear liquid.
“This is the final step. Mix it into Commander Arkondir’s wine at the feast. 
Without him, Queen Lythinda will be defenseless,” he urged.
She reached for the vial — hesitantly.
“I don’t know if I can do it,” she said, her voice soft, her eyes pleading with despair.
“You have no idea what’s at stake. I gave my word to the Governor on your behalf — and he is not a man to be trifled with,” Laaron replied, his gaze fixed on hers.
Her hands trembled. 
The weight of the choice pressed down like stone. 
Her love for Laaron drove her forward — but her loyalty to the queen held her back. 
How could she serve them both?
“And if she finds out?” Her voice wavered.
“She won’t — not if you do exactly as we discussed,” he said, a trace of impatience bleeding into his tone.
Leandra nodded — then kissed him, sudden and fierce. 
When she stepped back, she slipped the vial beneath her petticoat and turned toward the palace kitchens.
There, duty awaited her.
She was overseeing preparations for the two-day festival in honor of King Grandhold’s passing — every dish, every ceremonial arrangement. 
But the weight of what she had agreed to clung to her like a second skin.
How am I to do this? 
Her fingers closed around the small glass vessel.
The door creaked open. A servant girl stepped inside.
Leandra flinched. Her hand darted behind her back, the vial hidden in her grasp.
The girl hesitated — her eyes catching the tension in Leandra’s posture.
“All is well!” Leandra said quickly. 
Her voice landed a touch too high. 
“I’m just preparing the final details.”
The servant paused — then nodded and turned away to resume her work.
Leandra exhaled, her eyes locked on the door as it closed. 
She slipped the vial into her pocket, smoothed her dress, and forced stillness into her limbs.
Moments later, she walked the long corridors of the palace.
Music drifted toward her — soft strings, quiet laughter, the clink of glass. 
The sound grew fuller as she neared the great hall.
Each step felt heavier than the last. 
But her face betrayed nothing.
She opened the tall doors and entered.
The hall glowed with candlelight. 
Silver gleamed. Steam rose from platters lined with roasted birds, jeweled fruits, and spiced grains. 
The feast lacked for nothing.
Leandra took her place beside Queen Lythinda and Commander Arkondir — a man of broad frame and easy strength, his voice rising over the others as he spoke.
She folded her hands in her lap. 
She watched him. 
She listened.
You are the only thing that matters to me. Please, don’t worry. 
Laaron’s voice echoed in her mind.
She tried to breathe evenly, but the noise in the room pressed against her thoughts. 
No one noticed the tightness beneath her smile, the way her fingers barely touched her food.
When the servants moved among the tables with fresh wine, her hand closed around the vial inside her pocket.
Arkondir turned to her, smiling faintly.
“You seem unusually quiet this evening, Leandra. Is everything well?”
She managed a smile.
“It’s been a long day, Commander. But I’m well.”
He nodded and turned back to the others.
The wine in his glass shimmered — dark, clear, waiting.
This was the moment.
Laughter swelled. No one was looking.
Her hand slipped from her lap. The vial emerged — trembling between her fingers.
She hovered above his glass.
And froze.
Fear surged through her like ice.
The vial vanished back into her pocket.
“Leandra?” Arkondir’s voice was low, careful. “Are you certain you’re all right? You’ve gone pale.”
She blinked and looked at him — her brow damp, her mouth dry.
“Perhaps you should take some fresh air,” he offered.
She nodded.
She rose.
The room swam around her as she stepped away — but she didn’t stumble.
She kept walking — out of the great hall, away from the light, into the dark.
No one seemed to suspect.
Arkondir watched her for a moment, then turned back to the conversation.
Leandra sought a moment of quiet in the garden, but the thought of Laaron would not leave her. 
What would he say? 
He had counted on her — and she had failed.
A tightness gripped her chest. 
She pressed her lips together, forced herself to stay steady. 
The night air was cool against her skin; it slowed her pulse.
She drew a breath, walked a few paces along the gravel path, then returned to the hall.
With quiet steps, she approached Queen Lythinda and bowed her head.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” she said softly. 
“I’m not feeling well and wish to retire to my chambers.”
The queen studied her for a breath — something unreadable in her gaze — then nodded.
“Of course, Leandra. Get some rest.”
She withdrew, left the hall, and closed the arched doors behind her. 
Across the corridor, she ascended the curving stair. Her steps fell soft against the marble.
Above, a long corridor stretched ahead, dimly lit.
At last, she reached the door to her chamber. 
Her hand found the handle — but she hesitated. 
Her throat was dry. She swallowed, rubbed her palm without thinking. 
Then, after a breath of stillness, she pushed the door open.
Laaron stood waiting — arms crossed, his gaze sharp.
“Did you do everything as we discussed?” he asked.
She didn’t look at him.
“I tried… but I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it,” she whispered. 
A lump rose in her throat. 
“And it was too risky. I thought—”
“Thought?” he snapped.
But he caught himself.
Soft words worked better. 
He sat on the edge of the bed and watched her lean against the windowsill, eyes turned to the dark.
For a while, neither of them spoke.
At last, she said — still facing away:
“What you ask of me… it isn’t as simple as you think.”
“I know it isn’t simple,” Laaron replied. “But do you want to go on like this forever?”
She turned to him.
“I have a life here. Perhaps not perfect — but it’s mine. 
You speak as if it were nothing.”
“Is it?” he asked.
Her gaze drifted. 
There was no scorn in his voice — and that made it worse.
“I have duties. People rely on me.”
“They rely on the version of you you’re forced to play. 
It isn’t real. You aren’t real.”
“Then what am I?” she asked — more sharply than she intended.
He leaned forward.
“A tool. To keep others content. 
That’s what you are here.”
She wanted to answer — but nothing came.
“To betray Queen Lythinda… to kill a man…” she murmured.
“Yes. And after that — we begin our new life,” he said without pause. 
“You deserve better.”
“And what if I no longer want any of this?” she asked.
He rose and stepped close.
“Then stay. 
But we both know you don’t want that.”
She said nothing.
What was worse — that he might be right, 
or that she no longer knew the answer herself?
Laaron sensed her slipping. 
So he used everything — warm words, nearness, the illusion of safety.
And in the end, he won.
― ᛟ ―
The next morning, as they rose, Laaron drew a second vial of poison from his pocket and placed it in Leandra’s hand.
“This is your last chance,” he said.
Leandra took it and nodded.
“I’ll do it,” she said softly — and kissed him.
Then she stepped to the washbasin, arranged her hair, and dressed. Once her gown was smooth and her face composed, she turned to Laaron one last time.
For a moment she lingered, the warmth of the night still on her skin —
Then she turned and left without another word, descending the stairs.
While breakfast was being laid in the great hall and the guests arrived one by one, Leandra stood in the kitchens, overseeing the cooks as they worked. She inspected the dishes in silence, correcting what needed to be corrected. Only when everything met the highest standards did she move toward the hall, her gaze sharp, deliberate, searching.
She spotted Arkondir at the edge of the banquet table — deep in conversation with the judge of Astinhod and an officer of his army.
Leandra approached slowly, unobtrusively, her steps calm, her breath even. Arkondir did not see her.
She let her eyes sweep the room — no one watching.
Then he set his laden plate briefly on a side table.
And she acted.
As she passed, she slipped the vial from her sleeve, tipped it, and let a few clear drops fall onto the food. The motion was swift, invisible.
Moments later, Arkondir took up his plate again and began to eat.
Leandra stood apart, watching. Her heart beat fast, rising into her throat. A few breaths passed.
Nothing.
Then Arkondir paused.
His expression stiffened. His gaze turned glassy.
A tremor ran through his shoulders — and suddenly, he lurched forward. A violent retch tore from his throat. He clutched his chest, gasping, fingers curling in spasm.
At the neighboring table, Queen Lythinda was laughing with Lady Merdiva and Duke Belmarr. But when she saw Arkondir convulse, her laughter died.
For a heartbeat she stood unmoving — confused.
Then she rose, eyes wide.
“What is happening here?” she cried.
Arkondir’s mouth opened. His face turned scarlet. His body heaved. He reached for the table — missed.
And fell.
“Something… is wrong…” he gasped, as sweat gathered on his brow, his eyes darting, unseeing.
Then his limbs gave out. 
His body stilled. 
His stare fixed.
And the last breath left him.
The officer beside him dropped to his knees. He checked for breath. For pulse.
“He… he’s dead…” he whispered.
Queen Lythinda stumbled forward and knelt beside the body.
People gathered. The sound in the hall became a murmur, then a hush.
“What happened? 
How could this happen?” she asked, her voice hollow.
From the back of the room, a voice rose — high, anxious:
“Perhaps he was poisoned!”
Queen Lythinda did not hesitate.
“Summon a healer!” she called.
When the healer arrived, he laid a hand on Arkondir’s neck, smelled his breath, and waited a moment. Then he rose.
“It was poison. There is no doubt.”
Queen Lythinda swayed — but before she could fall, Leandra was at her side.
She steadied the queen, slipped into the role she knew so well.
“I’m here, Your Majesty. You can lean on me. 
Shall I take you to your chambers?”
Queen Lythinda looked at her. Anger flashed in her eyes — but it was not for Leandra.
Her face hardened. She shook her head slowly, as if still trying to grasp what had happened.
“No… thank you, Leandra. I will remain here.”
A dark thought stirred within her.
What would Gorathdin say when he learned of Arkondir’s death?
Was he safe? Had he reached Abketh?
Or was he, too, in danger?
Lady Merdiva and Duke Belmarr stepped to her side.
“That was murder,” Belmarr growled.
“Why would anyone want to kill Commander Arkondir?” Lady Merdiva asked, her tone sharp with suspicion.
“We must find out,” Belmarr replied. 
His eyes were fixed on the queen.
“You should withdraw. This place is no longer safe.”
Queen Lythinda nodded and followed the two into a nearby study, 
where they began to speak of the terrible deed.
Leandra, meanwhile, stood beside Arkondir’s lifeless body. 
Her hands brushed nervously over the hem of her gown. 
Her fingers were cold as ice, and guilt surged in her chest — bitter, breath-stealing.
“No one leaves the palace until we know who is responsible! 
Question everyone — search everything!”
The voice of the guard captain thundered through the hall. 
Guards rushed in. Orders flew. 
The first guests were already being questioned.
Leandra withdrew to her chambers — and found Laaron waiting. 
He stood there, composed — almost pleased.
“You did it,” he said, closing the door behind her.
She sank onto the bed, exhausted, let out a breath, and loosened her hair.
“Is it truly over?” she asked.
Laaron sat beside her, clasping her hands tightly.
“Arkondir was the greatest obstacle. 
Now the path is clear. 
The Governor will act soon, and we…”
He paused. 
His gaze lingered on her face. 
Then he smiled — almost tenderly.
“…we will leave for Irkaar in two days. 
That is where our new life begins.”
She looked at him — her eyes distant, unfocused.
“A new life…” she echoed, the words barely formed.
“Yes! Everything will change. 
No more court. No more duties. No more masks. 
Just you and me,” he said.
He fell quiet for a moment, then leaned toward her.
“We should marry. 
It’s long overdue, don’t you think?”
She turned her head slightly, as if to draw away — 
but she said nothing.
At last, she gave a faint nod.
Part of her felt nothing. 
His words were promises — but they rang hollow. 
Still, she stayed silent, letting his certainty smother her doubt.
“I have to go now. 
A meeting — someone important to the next step,” Laaron said, rising.
“With whom?” she asked, surprised.
“That doesn’t matter. 
Trust me. Everything is going exactly as planned.”
He offered a fleeting smile, then left the chamber.
The door closed behind him. 
She remained alone.
Silence fell.
The room, which had once offered her refuge, now seemed to close in. 
Her thoughts turned to what she had done — 
and to Queen Lythinda, who had trusted her, 
who had stood beside her for years.
The longer she sat, the heavier the guilt became.
Bloody Awakening
Night fell. She lay awake in her bed. 
Laaron did not return. 
Time refused to pass.
Her breath came short, uneven. 
She could no longer bear the stillness.
Though wrapped in blankets, she felt a cold that came from within. 
Restlessness took hold of her — and would not let go.
Just before dawn, she sat upright and stared into the dark. 
There was no peace in her. Only doubt. Only unrest. 
And yet… the longer she sat, the clearer one truth became.
It hardened.
She could no longer deceive Queen Lythinda.
“I have to tell her,” she murmured.
When the first light reached the windows, she rose and left her chamber.
She made her way toward the throne room.
There, she paused. 
Then — slowly — stepped inside.
Her breath caught in her chest.
She approached the queen in measured steps. 
Queen Lythinda was already seated — lost in thought.
“Your Majesty, I…” 
Her voice broke.
Queen Lythinda inclined her head. Her eyes were watchful, searching.
“What troubles you?” she asked, her voice laced with concern.
Leandra swallowed hard. Her breath caught, again and again, as she searched for the words.
But before they could form, a faint hiss broke the silence.
Then — pain.
Sharp, sudden, deep in her chest.
Only in the next instant did she understand — an arrow had struck her, just below the collarbone.
A cry escaped her — short, ragged, swallowed by the next breath.
Her legs gave way.
She staggered, reeled backward. Her fingers found the shaft — then slipped away. 
Blood spattered across the marble.
She sank to her knees. Her breath came shallow, trembling. 
Her hands scraped across the cold stone, reaching — there must be something to hold.
But there was nothing.
Queen Lythinda froze.
A silent ache carved itself into her chest.
Her heart pounded. Her hands trembled. 
She rushed forward with a cry — called for the guards — dropped to her knees beside Leandra. 
Both hands pressed to the wound, trying to hold back the blood. But it was already too late.
“Stay with me!” she cried.
Leandra’s eyes widened, as if to speak — 
but the words did not come.
Then her gaze fell still.
As Queen Lythinda bent low over the lifeless body, another hiss split the air.
From the shadow of a doorway, the second arrow came.
It struck the queen above the heart.
Staggering, she recoiled — breath ragged, limbs heavy.
Her hands found the shaft. Not to tear it free. 
Only to touch it — to believe it was real.
Blood ran across her fingers. She dropped to her knees. 
Then lower still. 
Her eyes stared forward — unblinking — until they closed, and her chest no longer rose.
― ᛟ ―
Far away, in Raga Gur, the flames in the ritual basin flared, as if fed anew.
The red light flickered over Gorzod’s rigid face.
Then — Xaroth’s voice. Piercing. Alien.
“The first soul has fallen.”
― ᛟ ―
With a crash, the doors of the throne hall burst open. The captain stormed in, guards behind him.
Their steps slowed when they saw the bodies.
For a breath, they stood frozen.
“Your Majesty!” the captain shouted.
He dropped beside her. His hands hovered above the queen’s body — trembling. Useless.
“What… what has happened here?” he stammered.
His eyes locked on the blood. They would not look away.
“Search the palace! Every corridor, every chamber — the assassin must not escape!”
His gaze found the arrow buried in the queen’s chest. He reached for it — as if to prove it was no dream.
“Your Majesty… we have failed,” he whispered.
No answer came.
Then motion.
Orders rang out. Voices rose. 
The guards scattered — boots striking stone, echoing through the halls.
Some rushed to the wings. Others vanished into the gardens.
Soon a guard returned — breathless.
“We found something — in the corridor behind the library!”
“Show me!” the captain barked, already moving.
Five more guards fell in behind him. 
Together they reached a narrow passage — the floor streaked faintly with dirt and boot-marks. 
An arrow shaft lay broken on the ground.
The captain crouched. Lifted it. Examined the grain.
“Same wood,” he muttered. “Same fletching. The assassin came this way.”
They followed the trail deeper.
Then — a pause.
The dust near a hatch in the floor had been disturbed.
“Someone went down here,” the captain murmured. 
“Not long ago.”
With a curt nod, he gave the signal to open it. 
Damp, musty air rose to meet them.
One by one, they descended the narrow ladder into a dark vault veined with tunnels. 
Once below, the captain paused, letting his gaze sweep the gloom.
“He knew exactly where to go. He’s likely already gone,” he growled, grinding his teeth.
Even so, he gave the order to continue the pursuit.
― ᛟ ―
Elsewhere, Laaron moved in silence through the darkened corridors, far from the palace. 
His steps upon the wet stone were precise. Assured. 
In one hand he carried a parchment with a rough sketch of the tunnels. In the other — a torch.
He halted. Listened into the silence. 
Only the distant drip of water.
No voices. 
No footsteps. 
No one followed.
His plan had been flawless. 
Every weakness accounted for. Every risk sealed shut.
“Arkondir is dead. And the queen as well,” he murmured.
The thought filled him with quiet satisfaction. 
No one would ever suspect his hand.
For a moment, Leandra’s face rose before him. 
She had trusted him blindly. Had bound herself to him — never knowing she was nothing more than a piece in the game.
A lover, perhaps. 
But above all, a tool.
And her guilt had become a flaw he would no longer carry.
He wiped sweat from his brow and pressed onward.
Now he was bound for Irkaar — the city where ambition and betrayal moved side by side. 
The Governor, who washed his hands of such matters in public, had chosen him precisely: a man without scruples.
In return, Laaron had been promised wealth. And power.
“You did it,” he whispered as he reached the tunnel’s end.
Everything lay behind him now — the plan, the dead, the betrayal.
Ahead was only the path. 
And he would not look back.
― ᛟ ―
By then, the throne room had filled with unrest. 
The captain had returned.
Shock and disbelief marked the faces of the court. 
Voices hushed as the great doors closed behind him.
His shoulders were tight with strain. His brow drawn deep. 
A silence spread through the hall as a healer, two priests, and several servants bore away the bodies of the queen and her handmaid.
Darion Althoras, High Chancellor of the realm, stepped forward. 
His violet tunic, embroidered in silver thread, framed a slender form. 
His shoulder-length hair hung in ordered lines around his face.
He raised both hands. His voice rang solemn across the chamber.
“Commander Arkondir — a man of unshakable strength and loyalty — was cowardly poisoned yesterday. 
Lady Leandra, ever faithful in her service, lost her life this very day. 
But the gravest blow is the murder of our queen — a blow that imperils the realm, and shatters the heart of Astinhod.”
A hush followed. Heavy. Trembling. 
Some stared at the place where the queen had lain. 
Others exchanged glances, stricken and pale.
Landgravine Seradia of Hildon pressed her lips into a thin line. 
Margrave Asteran of Umlis had gone white, bracing himself against a table. 
Ahnwen, the Master of Coin, usually a man of composure, lowered his gaze — and for a moment looked old.
Duke Belmarr of Kring stood with arms crossed, his face unreadable — but the rigid set of his shoulders betrayed the blow. 
Only Aldion, Grand Duke of Kirindor, remained still.
No flicker of grief. 
No sign of mourning. 
His gaze did not linger on what had been — but on what was to come.
He turned to the captain, voice sharp.
“Have you found anything?”
The captain hesitated. Then slowly shook his head.
“We have…” 
He paused. 
“Two boot prints. An arrow shaft. Nothing that leads us to the hand behind it. 
The investigation has only just begun.”
Aldion narrowed his eyes.
“So — you know nothing. The murderer has fled, and we grope in darkness. 
That is unforgivable.”
Darion raised a hand, cutting off the swell of voices before it could rise.
“There are no swift answers to a deed such as this. 
We must proceed with care. 
Accusation and mistrust will serve no one.”
Through the gathered assembly, Asteran, Margrave of Umlis, stepped forward — slow, deliberate — and came to a halt beside Darion. 
The heavy golden chain bearing the emblem of Astinhod’s royal house hung across his chest like a shield.
“What we need now is unity,” he said, voice firm. 
“And a measured, trustworthy course of action from each of us.”
His gaze passed over every face in turn.
Eryndor, chamberlain of the court, stood half in shadow near the throne. 
His short black hair was sharply cut, and the beard at his jaw had the precision of someone who understood appearances. 
The gold and silver ornaments on his robe caught the light of the chandeliers — and his voice followed, smooth and controlled, as if placed on stage:
“Unity and trust are noble aims, Asteran. 
But these murders could not have happened without help from within. 
How else could the killer have entered the palace, struck, and vanished? 
Our first duty must be to search among our own — to find the traitor before worse comes to pass.”
Rohedan, Count of Tumik, gave a slow nod. 
His brushed brown hair and gold-capped walking stick spoke of elegance, but in the dim throne light, the birthmark on his right cheek was more striking than either.
“What are you implying, Eryndor?” asked Belmarr. 
His hands rested on the pommel of his sword — strong, unshaking.
“You believe someone in this very chamber could be capable of such a thing? 
Your words walk the edge of danger.”
His snow-white hair had been slicked back at the temples and bound at the nape — the mark of a man who had seen many battles.
Eryndor spread his arms.
“How can we be certain that treachery has not already taken root among us?”
A murmur passed through the chamber — soft, uncertain. 
The words had done their work: vague, but heavy with suggestion.
Belmarr rose. His voice broke through the stir:
“Enough, Eryndor. 
What you sow is fear and division — the very last things we need. 
We must hold to the facts. 
Not chase shadows.”
Darion nodded, though his gaze remained hard.
“Exactly. 
Which is why we must ask: who profits from these murders? 
Who gains from the death of Commander Arkondir, the handmaid… and the queen?”
Belmarr stepped toward the dark bloodstains near the throne. 
His fists closed at his sides.
“Murders like these are not chance. 
They are a message — one we cannot afford to ignore. 
This is an assault on all of Astinhod.”
He turned to the captain.
“Find out who’s behind it. 
This was no mistake. There’s a plan at work — and we need to see it before it strikes again.”
The captain straightened.
“My men and I will do all we can.”
Ahnwen stepped forward beside Belmarr.
Tall and gaunt, with greying waves and a precisely kept beard, he looked as composed as ever. 
But his voice, though calm, carried an undercurrent of strain:
“This will cripple the markets further. 
The coffers are bleeding. 
We must act.”
Seradia gave a quiet nod.
She stood just behind the others, as though not wishing to be seen. 
Her simple robes and unstyled black hair gave her the look of someone meant to disappear in council. 
But her fingers worked nervously at the embroidery on her sleeve, and her face had gone pale.
Aldion gestured sharply toward the throne. 
His mustache rose with every breath. 
The dark coat, lined with white ruffles, cast his figure in strict contrast — the scar along his cheek sharpening it further.
“A realm without a queen. 
You all see what this is. It’s not misfortune — it’s catastrophe.”
Lady Merdiva lifted her chin, just slightly. 
Her white-blonde hair was perfect, as always.
Her ornate gown, richly embroidered and set with glittering gems, proclaimed both her status and her practiced self-possession.
Her voice carried a thread of agitation.
“The Grand Duke is right! 
We must not allow the throne to remain empty. 
Astinhod needs stability — and leadership.”
She paused.
“This loss is immeasurable. A vile atrocity.”
Yet behind the mask of shock, her thoughts turned quickly — already shaping this moment to her advantage.
Rohedan, standing close beside her, nodded.
“We must urgently discuss what comes next.”
With solemn faces, the assembled nobles stepped toward the great table. 
A moment of silence stretched across the hall. 
Then chairs scraped softly as each took their place.
The captain of the guard moved to the entrance of the throne chamber. His men fell into position.
“With your leave,” Aldion began, “I am prepared to guide the realm through this time of crisis. 
I am ready to take the throne. 
You know what my family and I have made of once-humble Kirindor — now the second-largest city in Astinhod.”
His gaze slid toward Darion, calm and deliberate.
But Seradia gave him no room.
She leaned forward and said coldly,
“Don’t make a fool of yourself. 
No one in this chamber will grant you the crown. 
What we need is the swift appointment of a Throne Warden — nothing more.”
Some nodded. 
Others murmured, uneasy.
Lady Merdiva cleared her throat with the faintest sound.
“Why should Aldion not be crowned king? 
He is skilled in diplomacy and comes from a house of stature. 
He is strong — and trustworthy.”
Her eyes swept the room, measuring. 
She weighed her words, calculating their cost — and gain.
To stand with Aldion now might open paths otherwise closed.
Belmarr answered her with open skepticism.
“I fail to see the need for this debate. 
There is no doubt who the rightful heir is. 
Gorathdin — the consort of Queen Lythinda — is the legitimate successor. 
But as Seradia has said, until his return,  we must entrust the throne to a Warden. 
On that, we shall vote.”
“A half-elf?” Rohedan spat from across the table. 
“You would let a man not even fully human rule Astinhod? That would be betrayal.”
Belmarr struck his palm hard against the wood.
“Gorathdin is more than a half-elf,” he said sharply. 
“He was not only the queen’s consort — he was a trusted confidant of King Grandhold. A friend. 
A hero of Ib’Agier!”
His gaze moved deliberately across the table.
“His blood does not diminish his right. Nor what he has done.”
“But it disqualifies him as king,” Aldion interjected. 
His voice had turned to steel. 
“This realm was built by men — and it shall be ruled by men. 
A half-elf will never earn the trust of the people.”
The voices in the room grew louder.
The nobles were dividing — slowly but visibly — into two sides.
Darion raised a hand, attempting to quiet the rising tension.
Asteran stood, clearing his throat.
“Gorathdin has shown loyalty and strength. 
His absence complicates matters, yes. 
But he is the queen’s husband. That makes him a rightful claimant.”
Aldion dismissed the point with a flick of his fingers.
“Perhaps we should turn to the queen’s bloodline. 
Her cousins. Her uncle. There are other heirs.”
Seradia let out a dry snort.
“You mean that doddering relic who barely remembers his name? 
You’d put him on the throne?”
She shook her head.
“Please, Aldion. If you intend to offer candidates, offer sensible ones.”
Aldion’s expression did not change.
“Better a senile human than a half-elf whose loyalty lies in question,” he muttered.
The debate surged again. 
Even the guards at the chamber’s edge glanced toward one another — tense.
Eryndor rose, both hands braced against the polished oak.
“This discussion is necessary — but we are losing ourselves to division. 
Gorathdin is absent. 
Until he returns, his claim remains untested.”
Lady Merdiva let her fingernails drift softly across the table’s surface. 
The motion was deliberate — and everyone heard it.
“Darion — what does the law say in such cases?” she asked, fixing her gaze on him.
Darion rose from the table and stepped toward one of the bookcases. His eyes moved slowly along the spines until he drew forth a bound volume. With calm deliberation, he returned to the table, placed the book before him, and paged through it.
When he reached the passage he sought, he paused — then read aloud:
“In the event of a ruler’s death, the crown follows a clearly defined line of succession. 
First: If the deceased leaves behind a spouse, that spouse may inherit the throne. However, final confirmation rests with the Council of Regency, which must examine the marriage, any potential heirs, and the fitness of the surviving consort. 
Secondly: If there are legitimate children from a royal marriage, and both parents have passed, the crown shall pass to the eldest legitimate child. Should the heir be underage, a Steward of the Realm is appointed to govern until the heir comes of age. 
Thirdly: If no direct heir exists, the crown passes to the nearest blood relative of the deceased sovereign — with priority given to siblings, uncles, or cousins. The Council of Regency confirms the succession. 
Fourthly: Should no legitimate heir exist, it falls to the Council of Regency to choose a new ruler by majority vote. Until a rightful claim is settled, or during the absence of a rightful heir, a Warden of the Throne may be appointed. This Warden is chosen by vote of the Council and holds office for a limited term — until the rightful heir assumes power or a new ruling is made. 
During that time, the Warden holds full authority over the affairs of state, yet is bound to account for all essential decisions before the Council of Regency. The Council retains the right to review, to question, and — in cases of abuse of power or grave misjudgment — to deliberate on the limitation or removal of the Warden’s authority.”
Darion lowered the book.
The hall fell into stillness. Silence stretched between them as glances were exchanged — uncertain, knowing. Each present drew their own conclusions, but all understood the same truth:
This was not merely about law. 
It was about power.
Then voices rose — too many at once. Tension filled the air.
Aldion, Belmarr, and Seradia clashed in full voice, each insisting they alone were suited to serve as Warden of the Throne. 
Words struck like blades. Accusations flew. One barb followed another until the debate unraveled into chaos. 
The factions split further — for and against Gorathdin.
Belmarr, Seradia, and Ahnwen spoke openly in favor of his succession. 
Aldion and Rohedan stood firmly opposed.
Amid the storm, Eryndor remained silent. 
His gaze drifted across the chamber — not absent, not idle. He did not speak. 
He watched.
Asteran and Darion made repeated efforts to restore calm. Asteran reasoned softly, appealing to patience. Darion cut sharply through the noise, demanding order.
But no sooner did one wave of shouting subside than another rose in its place.
Lady Merdiva did not speak. Her expression remained composed — nearly indifferent — but behind the stillness of her face, her mind moved without pause.
She would not yet challenge Aldion. His forces were too great, and Rohedan stood solidly at his side. 
Together, they held more influence than she could yet contest.
But that did not mean Aldion could not be used.
She would support him — for now. Until the moment came to move in the direction that truly mattered. Her direction.
The Council of Regency consisted of nine members.
If she could draw Eryndor — the ambitious chamberlain — to Aldion’s side, they would hold four votes. 
A strong beginning. 
One she would not waste.
But first, the course had to be set — carefully, quietly. For herself. 
And for the man who had promised her more than political alliance.
The Governor of Irkaar.
He had drawn her in months ago — not with passion, but with precision. 
What began as a formal visit had become something else. 
Behind closed doors, he spoke of futures. Not dreams, but plans. 
A world she might rule at his side — not merely Astinhod, but all of Wetherid.
The vision was seductive.
But she knew what it would require. 
Steps taken without hesitation. 
Without mercy.
The deaths had not been random. 
They had been exact.
Had the Governor arranged for the Queen and Arkondir to be eliminated? 
The thought was dangerous. She did not dare follow it further. 
This was not the moment to seek answers.
“These discussions lead nowhere! We’re going in circles,” she said at last — louder than intended, drawing eyes once more. 
“Perhaps we should focus again on securing the realm, rather than accusing and obstructing one another.”
Seradia tapped her fingers against the tabletop — quick, impatient. 
“Let us proceed to the vote. We are wasting time.”
Darion raised his hand, commanding stillness.
“Such a far-reaching decision requires an orderly vote. 
The law grants me the right to postpone a vote in exceptional circumstances. And this attack qualifies. I propose we reconvene in two days — to confirm the candidates and elect the Warden of the Throne.”
A moment of silence followed.
Some accepted the proposal without protest. 
Others could not mask their frustration.
Aldion, who had hoped to declare himself ruler before the day’s end, looked tense — jaw set, eyes narrowed. 
Lady Merdiva, by contrast, saw the delay for what it was: a gift. 
Two days meant time. And time meant power — time to forge alliances, to secure her standing, to bury opposition before it could speak.
Darion turned to the scribe seated near the council table.
“Organize the vote. It shall be held in two days. Ensure that all are informed.”
Ahnwen stepped forward from where he had stood — still until now, silent. 
He had followed the debate closely, spoken little, but his presence bore weight. 
Once a trusted voice beside King Grandhold — and later beside the now-slain Queen Lythinda — he could remain quiet no longer.
“We must inform Master Drobal,” he said. 
“He has stood near the royal line for generations. 
His wisdom is essential now.”
Without waiting for agreement, he turned toward the captain at the entrance of the throne hall.
“See that Master Drobal is notified — without delay.”
The captain gave a brief nod. 
He held deep respect for Master Drobal, and welcomed the command.
Without a word, he turned and left the chamber.
But just before reaching the door, Ahnwen spoke again.
“And send riders. They are to seek out the queen’s consort. 
He must be told of what has befallen — at once.”
A few among the council exchanged glances — some doubtful, some wary — but none raised objection.
Lady Merdiva remained motionless. 
But her thoughts raced. 
The inclusion of Master Drobal was a threat. 
He could undo everything she had worked for. 
She would not allow it.
The Quest Begins


In the village of Abketh, deep in the lands of Tawinn, Vrenli — small of stature, like all Abkther — rode alongside Gorathdin, the half-elf, calm and watchful; Borlix, the broad-shouldered dwarf from the halls of Ib’Agier; and Aarl, the round-bellied southerner with his measured step — toward Werlis, who was saddling two ponies.
No sooner had they arrived than Gorathdin turned to Vrenli, his expression grave.
“Our world stands on the edge of great peril,” he said. “Two weeks ago, Master Drobal came to me. He had learned that the orc shaman, Gorzod Greyswings, had summoned a demon in Raga Gur. We must act — before it takes form.”
Vrenli stared at him, startled.
“What does Master Drobal expect us to do — stand against a demon?”
“There are said to be seven powerful artifacts,” Gorathdin replied. “Feared even by the dark. Master Drobal believes they may help us stop it. We are to seek them — in a small group, so we draw neither the orcs’ eyes nor the demon’s.”
“They say one of them — the Crystal of Seeing — lies hidden in the Northland,” Aarl added. “We’re to find it. It’s said it can lead us to the others.”
“‘They say,’ ‘it’s said’ — sounds vague to me,” Werlis muttered, handing Vrenli the reins.
Vrenli took them, about to fasten his travel pack to the saddle, when something stirred at the edge of thought — faint, familiar.
The Book of Wetherid… I’ve read this before. 
There was a passage… something about the artifacts…
He pulled the book from his satchel and thumbed quickly through its pages. Then, suddenly, he stopped.
Perhaps there is something to Master Drobal’s suspicions after all.
He read aloud:
“It is written that the Seed of Life was once wrought deep in the forests of Astinhod — a place where magic lives in every leaf and limb. 
The Crystal of Seeing was forged in Tawinn, where starlight was captured and shaped into the artifact. 
The Golden Hammer, a relic of immense power, was born in the burning forges of Ib’Agier, where elven magic and unmatched dwarven craft were joined. 
In the gentle hills of Kirindor — a land of melodies and peace — the Lute of Harmony was created. Its tones stilled the fury of warriors and quieted even the bloodiest field. 
Across the wide plains of Thir, the Tablet of Laws was inscribed — a symbol of justice and order. 
In the Glorious Vale, the Living Glass was shaped — an artifact of rare form and unyielding strength. 
And lastly, the Key of Secrets was wrought in the desert reaches of DeShadin, where hidden knowledge was drawn into its core. 
The final entry speaks only of their vanishing. The artifacts disappeared from Wetherid.”
Werlis glanced at Vrenli.
“At least that proves it’s more than legend.”
Vrenli gave a slow nod.
“No one knows where they are — or if they still exist at all.”
“Our path is shrouded in uncertainty and danger,” Borlix rumbled.
He paused, then grinned wide beneath his beard.
“But at least we’re together again! 
And this sun-browned southerner’s got more meat on his hips than I ever did!”
Aarl smirked and gave Borlix’s horse a firm slap on the flank.
The beast neighed sharply, tossed its head, and lunged forward several paces.
Borlix, far from a skilled rider, clung grimly to the saddle horn and let out a dwarvish curse as he struggled to steady the animal. At last, he brought it under control, circled wide, and returned with an expression that boded no good. His narrowed eyes locked on Aarl, and his lips curled into a grin steeped in retribution.
“Can you focus on what matters now? This is not the time for foolishness,” Werlis snapped. 
“A demon threatens us, and you find nothing better to do than tease one another?”
“Easy, Werlis! A bit of jest never harmed anyone,” Borlix countered with a grin.
Before Werlis could respond, Vrenli turned to Gorathdin.
“What do we actually know about this demon?” he asked, his voice low with concern.
Gorathdin cast his gaze over the group, as if ensuring they were all listening, before he spoke.
“The soul-realm,” he began slowly, 
“is a place beyond our reckoning. 
A realm where the essence of all things was first shaped. 
There, light and shadow contend — not in battles as we know them, but in an eternal struggle that defines the very balance of life itself. 
It is a realm of extremes — brilliance beyond measure, and darkness beyond cruelty. 
Every thought, every deed in our world echoes there.”
He let the silence settle, then continued.
“Among the servants of that dark are beings more powerful than anything we know — demons from the deepest reaches of that realm. 
It seems Gorzod has summoned one of them. 
It is not here yet — but it is coming. 
And once it reaches our world…”
His voice dropped to a whisper.
“…it will burn.”
Borlix raised his axe, already imagining the blow.
“Then why are we wasting time chasing after artifacts? 
We should march to Fallgar, find Gorzod, and take his green head from his shoulders!” he growled.
Gorathdin shook his head.
“It isn’t that simple. 
Master Drobal has weighed it — but the risk is too great. 
We don’t know whether Gorzod’s death would stop the demon.”
He paused.
“This is a delicate matter. Not a battle won with a single blow.”
Aarl nodded, shooting Borlix a sidelong look.
“You know, my friend, there are things in this world that call for wit and strategy — not just brute strength. 
Though I’ll admit, in that category, you are without equal.”
Borlix grinned wide.
“Well, at least I’m unmatched in something,” he said.
Then, studying Aarl with mock gravity:
“Though, looking at you now… I’d say, when it comes to eating, you might give me competition.”
Aarl gave a dry laugh, patted his stomach, and said:
“What can I say? 
True strength shows itself even at the dinner table.”
Vrenli had followed the exchange with only half an ear. His gaze remained grave. After a moment’s hesitation, he turned to Gorathdin.
“When will Master Drobal join us? 
He’s not sending us off alone, is he?”
Gorathdin met his eyes.
“He will meet us in four days, at the border pass to the Northland. 
He had matters yet to settle — but he gave me his word he’d be there in time.”
Vrenli gave a slow nod, then mounted his pony.
“Let’s be on our way,” Gorathdin called to the others.
Without delay, the fellowship set off, guiding their mounts toward the village square.
Though night had fallen, the place was still alive with movement. Merchant Herr Rosenstrauch and several villagers were busy tying bundles and packing goods.
“Don’t forget the healing herbs from Gwerlit — and the dried meat and cheese,” Rosenstrauch called, knotting a thick sack and handing it to Aarl.
Aarl received it with a nod, fastened it behind his saddle, and offered his thanks.
Rosenstrauch smiled in reply and nodded, satisfied.
Borlix dismounted and drew a list from his pouch, studying it with a critical eye.
“Anything missing? Ah — the furs! It’ll be cold in the Northland,” he muttered.
“Here are five,” said Rosenstrauch, handing them to the fellowship.
Just as they stowed the furs, Molekk — the old baker’s son — came running up with a basket of fresh Everfull loaves.
“For you!” he said proudly, handing a few pieces to each of them.
The fellowship thanked the villagers warmly for their support and made their way to the nearby smithy. There, the sound of hammering rang through the air. Sparks flew as the weaponsmith Jaris worked the edge of a short sword.
Borlix dismounted again and stepped beside him, watching the work with a discerning eye.
Jaris lifted the sword into the glow of the forge-fire, where the blade shimmered in the flickering light.
“This short sword is for you, Werlis,” he said, offering him the weapon.
Werlis tested the balance and gave a brief, satisfied nod.
“Perfect for a one-armed man like me. Thank you.”
Jaris smiled.
“I know you’ve been without one since Ib’Agier. I wish I had more time — I could have hardened the steel further.”
He turned to Vrenli, who had dismounted and stood beside Borlix.
“Here’s an old map. Not very detailed — but it should guide you to the border pass.”
Vrenli accepted it with a quiet nod.
“This will help. Thank you.”
“When you’ve crossed the pass, keep as far north as you can. That’s where the towns and villages lie — or so the traders say. I’ve never seen them myself.”
He gave a short gesture of farewell and wished them a safe journey.
They rode on toward the northern edge of the village, when Vrenli suddenly halted his pony and turned to Gorathdin.
“Do you think I should bring the Book of Wetherid? Maybe it would be wiser to leave it here — Gwerlit could keep it safe.”
Gorathdin gave a quiet nod.
“That’s probably for the best. If we run into trouble, knowing the book is safe might be the better choice. It’s too valuable to risk.”
Vrenli exhaled softly and let his fingers brush across the leather binding.
“Wait for me here,” he said at last, his voice low.
He rode off alone.
The path was lit by pale lanterns that glowed faintly along the edges of the road. The air was still, save for the chirping of crickets, and a heaviness hung over the night.
The guilt still lingered. 
The oracle of Tawinn, lost through his son’s innocent hands — a child who hadn’t known what he held. Since then, it had vanished. And Gwerlit had not taken it well.
When he reached her home, he saw her rising from the garden, herbs in her hands and soil clinging to her fingers. As soon as she spotted him, she dusted them off and came to meet him.
Vrenli took the book from his saddlebag and held it in both hands — carefully, like something fragile.
“What brings you here so late?” she asked, surprised.
Vrenli drew in a breath.
“I need your help. Gorathdin and I are heading for the Northland. Master Drobal has given us an important task.”
Gwerlit gave a slow nod.
“I know. Word has reached me already.”
He held the book out to her.
“It’s too valuable to take. If you could keep it safe, I’d be at ease.”
She studied his face, then smiled gently.
“Of course. You can rely on me.”
He passed her the book with both hands.
“Thank you, Gwerlit. That means a great deal.”
“Take care of yourselves.”
He lingered a moment, then climbed back into the saddle. The pony gave a soft snort, and with a final nod, he rode off into the dark.
Gwerlit watched him go, the book pressed close against her chest.
On the way back, the wind picked up. Heavy drops of rain began to fall from a sky thick with cloud.
“Riding in weather like this is utter nonsense,” Borlix grumbled, pulling the hood of his cloak low as Vrenli returned to them.
Vrenli pulled out Jaris’s map and shielded it with one hand against the rain. 
He studied the sketched route for a while before speaking.
“If we leave at first light, we’ll reach the ruins of Tawinn by afternoon and spend the night there. 
The next day we should reach Lake Taneth by midday — and from there, it’s about a day’s journey to the Border Mountains. 
How long the climb to the pass will take is hard to say. Half a day, perhaps. Maybe more.”
“That means we’ll arrive in time for the appointed meeting,” Aarl said.
Gorathdin considered, then gave a slow nod.
“Let’s ride back to the village. In this weather, we wouldn’t get far in the dark anyway.”
“You can stay at my place,” Werlis offered.
The others agreed and followed him.
The village lay quiet beneath the drumming rain, disturbed only by the dim glow of lanterns hanging near the doors. 
Their muted light shimmered on the drenched paths.
They rode in silence along the softened trail, rain beading on their cloaks. 
At last, they reached Werlis’s house, dismounted, led the horses into the shelter, and hurried inside.
As the door shut behind them, only the steady drum of rain on the roof remained.
Werlis cast off his soaked cloak and stepped to the hearth. 
He knelt and stacked dry wood, striking flint until the fire caught. 
Soon, flames crackled, and warmth spread through the room.
Borlix and Aarl sank down onto their sleeping rolls. 
After days under open skies, a roof overhead felt like mercy. 
They were asleep within moments.
Werlis, Gorathdin, and Vrenli remained by the fire. 
In quiet voices, they spoke of the seven artifacts — and of the demon that sought to claim them.
At last, Werlis yawned and retired to his chamber.
Gorathdin turned to Vrenli, his voice low, his expression grave.
“Have you noticed the gifts of the Book Guardians no longer work as they should? 
Try to speak with me in thought — you’ll see. It won’t pass through.”
Vrenli frowned.
“That can’t be.”
He closed his eyes and reached out — but the familiar link met resistance. 
Like pressing against a wall of mist — soft, but unyielding. 
Nothing moved. No thought crossed.
“How is that possible?” he asked quietly.
Gorathdin exhaled.
“It’s not just us. Master Drobal says even his magic has grown… uncertain. 
And he’s not the only one. Something is disturbing the balance.”
Vrenli stared at him.
“If that’s true, we’re in far greater danger than I realized. 
Without Master Drobal’s magic, how are we to find the artifacts — let alone defend ourselves?”
Gorathdin let his gaze rest on him for a moment, then spoke calmly.
“He can still cast spells. But every word takes something from him. 
Every use of power draws deeper.”
Vrenli swallowed.
Gorathdin leaned forward, both hands resting on the back of his chair.
“That is why we must not waste time.”
Vrenli nodded.
The fire had burned low. Rain tapped softly against the windows. 
For a while, neither spoke.
Then, without a word, they rose and sought a place to sleep.
― ᛟ ―
With the first light, the fellowship set out. 
The rain had not ceased.
Only by afternoon did it begin to ease, and as dusk fell, they reached the ruins of Tawinn. 
Before the moss-clad walls and the crumbling temple, they paused — memories rising behind their eyes.
As before, they found shelter for the night, lit a fire, and rested until morning led them onward beneath a sky cleared of clouds.
Toward evening, they reached Lake Taneth. 
Its waters caught the last of the light — a golden shimmer on a silver surface.
For a moment, Werlis stood still.
“Do you think the water gnome still lives here?” he asked, nodding toward the lake’s center.
Vrenli followed his gaze and shrugged.
“Could be. He’s probably drifting somewhere between the worlds.”
Aarl slid from the saddle and loosened his horse’s girth.
“Let’s see if I can catch a few fish.”
Borlix, eager to stretch his legs, joined him, while the others began to set up camp.
They set down their packs, looked for dry places to sleep, and gathered wood for the fire. 
After a while, Aarl and Borlix returned with five medium-sized trout. 
By then, Werlis had lit the fire and was skewering the fish on wooden sticks, ready to roast them over the flames.
A hearty aroma mingled with the spice of the smoke as dusk settled over the lake.
As they ate, Vrenli turned to Gorathdin.
“Do you know how Brother Transmudin is faring?”
Gorathdin considered for a moment before answering.
“He was cast out of the Order of the Dragon after his betrayal. 
All his positions were stripped from him, and now he lives in solitude, not far from the temple, in a modest hut. 
There, he studies ancient texts and brews healing draughts, which he trades in Astinhod for food and other needed goods.”
“And Manamii and Wahmubu?” Werlis asked, eyes lifted toward the stars.
“Manamii and Wahmubu live in Iseran. 
Wahmubu maintains strong relations between the city and the nomadic tribes of the DeShadin desert. 
He often travels on behalf of Sheikh Neg El Bahi. 
Manamii, on the other hand, fights tirelessly against slavery and helps those who were converted to the serpent god by the Kajirs return to their old faith. 
They have two children.”
“And Lythinda — how is she?” Vrenli asked, curiosity in his voice.
Gorathdin sighed and stared out over the lake before replying.
“The situation in Astinhod was already dire when I left. 
Lythinda is under enormous pressure. 
Trade with Irkaar — long essential to Astinhod’s survival — has nearly collapsed. 
Vital goods — grain, cloth, tools — are growing scarce, and prices are soaring. 
The people grow uneasy, and some nobles and merchants are placing the blame on Lythinda.”
“Why has trade come to a standstill?” Vrenli asked, frowning.
“What is the Governor hoping to achieve with this? 
Irkaar is harming itself if trade falls apart,” Werlis added.
“That’s exactly what Lythinda wanted to ask him herself. 
She invited him to Astinhod.”
Gorathdin took a deep breath.
“But instead of coming himself, he merely sent a messenger asking for a postponement. 
Claimed he couldn’t travel due to urgent matters. 
That sort of behavior isn’t just disrespectful — it suggests Irkaar is deliberately trying to destabilize Astinhod.”
He fell silent for a moment, watching the flames, then continued.
“They’re applying economic pressure to weaken Queen Lythinda. 
While the people suffer, every effort to bring the opposing factions to the table fails. 
There are even rumors that the Governor is receiving support from nobles who wish to see Lythinda deposed and the throne claimed for themselves.”
Borlix tossed a branch into the fire.
“These games of power always strike the common folk first. 
The mighty wrestle for gold, but it is the weak who pay the price,” he grumbled.
Gorathdin turned his gaze aside, his expression tightening.
“It was no easy thing, leaving her behind in such a state. 
But what else could I have done?”
“Commander Arkondir will surely support her. 
He’s your friend, a man of standing, and loyal to the throne,” Vrenli offered.
“Yes, Arkondir is dependable — and his support is crucial. 
But even he cannot halt the intrigues alone.”
Gorathdin looked up at the stars.
“Guiding Lythinda through this storm will not be easy,” he said quietly.
The Border Pass
Their journey continued for two days more, leading them at last into the border mountains.
Before the trail grew impassable, they released their horses into the wild.
Then they went on foot.
At first, the land rose gently — over slopes of moss and root — but the ground soon turned steep.
Stones shifted beneath their boots, and in places they were forced to grasp roots or ledges to keep from falling.
With every step, the air grew colder.
The wind swept through the ravines — first a whisper, then a voice, rising in force.
Barren stone broke through the thinning undergrowth, and higher still, the first specks of snow shone between the rocks.
Above them, the peaks were already hidden beneath a white veil.
When they crossed the treeline, sharper gusts drove icy flakes into their faces and blurred their sight.
They tied ropes to their belts before setting foot on the narrow path ahead.
It was slick, and steep, and winding.
Gorathdin led them with care — each step deliberate.
Werlis studied the trail with wary eyes, but they stayed close, and climbed.
To the left, the drop plunged steeply into mist.
Werlis stepped on a smooth patch.
“Gorathdin, I think here is—”
He never finished.
His foot slid from beneath him — and he was gone.
“Hold!” Borlix cried — but it was too late.Werlis slid over the edge.
The rope snapped taut with a brutal jolt.
For one breathless instant, he hung screaming over the void — until a dull impact caught him on a ledge below.
“He’s down there!” Aarl shouted, both hands clenched around the rope.
“Stay calm! I’m going down. Keep it tight!” Gorathdin called, already grabbing the line.
Without waiting, he began the descent.
The wind dragged at him, but he found his rhythm and reached Werlis, who lay curled on the narrow shelf, trembling.
“Can you move?” Gorathdin asked, crouching beside him.
Werlis gave a weak nod and pushed himself up slowly.
“Yes… My shoulder hurts, but I’m all right.”
Gorathdin looked him over, quick and careful.
“Good. No rushing.”
He looked up and gave a signal.
“Pull — slowly!”
With strained breath and locked muscles, Aarl and Borlix began to haul them upward.
Once Werlis stood again on solid ground, he dropped to his knees, legs shaking beyond command.
Vrenli stepped to him.
“You were damned lucky. That could’ve ended badly.”
“I know,” Werlis said quietly, eyes still fixed on the void.
“Enough talking,” Gorathdin cut in, tightening the rope fastenings.
“We shorten the line. From now on, everyone stays close. And watches every step.”
They continued their climb. On the steeper faces, they drove weapons into the earth to anchor their grip and claw upward.
For a time, they searched in vain for a passage higher. At last, Gorathdin led them back to a marked rock they had passed before.
From there, Vrenli spotted a narrow rise leading upward — nearly buried, but passable.
The detour had cost them time. It was late afternoon when they reached the plateau.
The ruins of a wide stone wall loomed before them — half buried in snow, half glazed with ice.
“This is the place,” Gorathdin said, glancing around. “Just as Master Drobal described it.”
But there was no sign of the old mage.
The sun hung low behind the peaks, casting pale light across the mountains — long shadows stretched across the stone.
“I can’t see him anywhere,” Borlix muttered.
“He’ll come,” Gorathdin replied.
Borlix turned aside — then froze, pointing forward.
“You see that?”
Built into the far rock face, half-hidden in drift and frost, was the entrance to a cave. 
A rusted iron door barred the way — nearly swallowed in snow.
“Could be our shelter for the night,” Borlix said, and trudged forward. The others followed.
At the door, he took up his shield and used it like a shovel, hacking away the crusted snow.
Then he grabbed the handle and pulled hard.
The iron screamed on its hinges — then gave way.
Gorathdin stepped inside first, his gaze sweeping the darkness slowly.
The cave was not large — but it was dry.
He gave a single nod.
“Enough space for all of us.”
One by one, the others followed.
They set down their gear and began to prepare the camp.
Outside, Werlis built a small fire ring with stones, laid dry twigs and split wood atop it, and lit a signal flame.
The flickering glow stretched barely past the edge of the cliff.
Then he returned inside.
Gorathdin sat with his elbows on his knees, staring into the night — as though waiting for Master Drobal to appear out of it.
“It’s nearly midnight,” Werlis muttered. “Where is he?”
Aarl, seated beside Borlix on a spread of furs, turned a throwing knife in his hands and scraped a shard of ice from his bootsole.
“Perhaps he was delayed.”
“What if something happened to him?” Vrenli asked.
Borlix snorted and tore off a piece of dried meat with his teeth.
“Happened? To Master Drobal? He’s tougher than half the dwarves I know. He’ll come.”
“What exactly did he say about the artifact? 
Where was he going to begin the search?” Werlis asked.
“He didn’t know much himself,” Gorathdin replied. “Said he wanted to ask around among the Northlanders. He mentioned Grandok and Thronheim — he’d traveled there once and meant to return.”
“Did he say how we’re supposed to get there?” Werlis pressed.
“No. And I didn’t ask. He wanted to be here himself.”
Vrenli sank onto his furs.
“If he doesn’t come tomorrow, we go without him.”
“It seems we must,” Gorathdin said, glancing around the group. 
“Unless someone has a better idea?”
“Going back is out of the question,” Werlis said firmly.
“If the story about the orc shaman and the demon is true, we have no choice. 
We must find the artifact — with or without Master Drobal,” Vrenli added.
Borlix looked up.
“We sleep first. Tomorrow we’ll know more.”
Aarl nodded.
“The day has been long enough.”
― ᛟ ―
While the fire in the cave died slowly to ash, far to the south in Wetherid, in Irkaar, a single oil lamp flickered in the deep of night.
Its dim light shimmered across carved furnishings, casting long shadows that twitched and stretched with every stir of air.
The Governor tossed in uneasy sleep.
In the dark of his mind, the voice returned — sharper now, more urgent than before:
Your plan has begun. 
The murders have weakened Astinhod — but that is only the beginning. 
You know your purpose. All of Wetherid shall become yours.
The words sank deeper than thought. 
Before him rose the image of Lady Merdiva — devoted, smiling at his side.
The baroness is but a tool, the voice whispered coldly. 
She believes she will rule Astinhod with you. 
But you know the truth. 
Her ambition does not serve your design.
Use her — while she serves the cause. 
Let her believe she stands beside you, even as you strip the ground from beneath her feet.
The vision shifted. 
Irkaar rose at its center — the beating heart of a vast dominion. 
Astinhod glittered like a crownstone — while Lady Merdiva receded into shadow.
Your time draws near. 
She craves power. But you — you will rule all of Wetherid. 
Play your game. Pull the strings. 
And when Astinhod falls… you shall stand alone at the summit.
The voice faded. 
The vision collapsed. 
The Governor jolted upright, gasping for breath.
The words had burned into him.
He rubbed his face, but the darkness clung. 
He reached for the carafe at his bedside, poured a glass, and drank. 
But no calm followed.
Instead, something else stirred — ambition. 
And doubt.
“All of Wetherid…” he murmured.
The promise would not let him go. 
And yet, behind it, the question pressed inward — why now? why me?
The words had shaken something loose in him.
“Astinhod will be mine,” he said aloud into the dark.
But even as he spoke, he felt the weight of the vow — 
and the shadow clinging to it.
CHAPTER 2
The Northland
The fellowship woke beneath a sky swallowed by storm.
Snow shrieked across the plateau like an army. 
The last embers had long gone cold. 
Still, Master Drobal had not returned.
By midday, as the wind began to ease, Vrenli pulled a parchment from his satchel and wrote in slow, steady script:
Master Drobal — 
We have moved on. 
We are keeping strictly northward. 
In the first settlement we reach, we will wait — or leave word for you to follow.
He placed it upon a flat stone within the cave and weighed it down with another.
Once all their gear was packed, Gorathdin gave a nod.
“Let us move on.”
They pressed forward through the chaos left by the storm, crossed the pass beyond the mountains, and looked down into a wide valley ringed by tall peaks and forests.
To the north, an endless plain of ice stretched toward the horizon — white, wind-scoured, and vast.
“This must be the Northland,” said Vrenli, lifting a hand against the glare.
Aarl stood still, taking in the landscape with quiet awe.
“I’ve never seen so much white at once.”
Borlix snorted.
“This is nothing. In Ib’Agier, we have winters so deep we dwarves have to stack ourselves just to get across the snow.”
Aarl grinned and tossed a teasing remark, and in response Borlix packed a snowball and hurled it at his back.
Gorathdin’s gaze swept the valley. Then he pointed downslope.
“There’s a village. Smoke from a few chimneys.”
The others looked — and saw nothing.
“Are you sure?” Werlis asked.
“Of course I’m sure. If there’s smoke, there are people. We should reach them before nightfall.”
They began the descent into the forested reaches of the Northland.
Massive trees rose before them, their trunks wider than oaks, their bark dark and cracked. Resinous clusters clung to the high branches. Some roots thrust through the frozen soil — knotted, ridged, like the sinews of petrified beasts.
The cold hung thick among the trees, but the forest endured. Some canopies held leathery leaves that defied even the wind; others bore dense needles where snow barely clung.
Their steps crunched through the crusted snow — until a sudden sound halted them.
An unfamiliar birdsong cut through the stillness.
“Do you hear that?” Werlis asked.
“I’ve never heard anything like it.”
Aarl nodded, eyes sweeping the trees.
The sound came again — a low, guttural cooing — and brought them all to a standstill.
Werlis squinted upward.
There, halfway up a towering pine, perched a bird — almost his height, white as the snow around it.
They exchanged glances, and moved on in silence.
With every step, the forest grew denser. The trunks stood closer now. The canopy darkened. The path narrowed.
Suddenly, Borlix stopped and pointed at the snow.
“Take a look at that.”
Elongated tracks with short claws marked the ground.
“Snow goblins,” he growled. “Filthy things — turning up everywhere.”
“That’s just what we needed,” Aarl muttered, resting a hand on the strap across his chest, eyes shifting left and right.
“Stay together,” Gorathdin ordered, his elven eyes sweeping the trees in measured silence.
He saw nothing.
They moved on — slower now.
The forest changed again. The trees thinned. Their limbs bent low under snow. The ground leveled, hard and smooth beneath a crust of wind-hardened ice.
Then, a clearing.
A frozen lake stretched out before them — pale, silent, flat as glass.
Gorathdin knelt, running his fingers along drag marks near the edge.
“Interesting… These might be the traces of an ice ray.”
“An ice what?” Werlis asked.
“A creature that normally lives beneath the surface. Twice the size of a man. 
Dangerous. It attacks anything that moves. 
Its breath freezes prey, and when threatened, it hurls lightning through its feelers.”
Aarl furrowed his brow.
“That sounds… inconvenient. How do you know all that?”
“I’ve never seen one myself,” Gorathdin replied. “But I’ve read the rangers’ hunting records.”
“And what would make something like that come ashore?” Borlix asked.
“Possibly on the hunt,” Gorathdin offered.
The fellowship studied the tracks in silence. Then Gorathdin led them on.
Suddenly, he stopped again and pointed to a second set of marks in the snow.
“These are the tracks of frosthorns,” he said. “Much like red deer — but their hides are wool-covered, their antlers sculpted from ice. They glow in the dark and move in herds through the Northland valleys.”
“Are they dangerous?” Werlis asked.
“Only if they feel threatened. Left alone, they stay peaceful.”
They moved a few more paces before Gorathdin halted once more.
“Ice-shadow wolves have passed through here,” he said quietly.
His gaze sharpened.
“They’re deadly hunters. Far larger than common wolves. Their paws are wide as a bear’s, tipped with claws that cut through bone. In white fur, they vanish — and they never hunt alone.”
“That’s hardly comforting,” Werlis muttered.
“It isn’t,” Gorathdin replied. “Stay alert. We mustn’t draw attention.”
Werlis studied the surroundings. Just beneath the snow’s surface, something shifted — a dark, slender shape that blended with the white. 
But when he looked again, it was gone. 
Just a trick of the light? 
He dismissed it and walked on.
“We need a safe place to sleep,” said Gorathdin, peering between the trees. “Look over there.”
He pointed to a massive frostheyn tree, its broad limbs cloaked in bluish wax-leaves. The silvery bark caught the last light of evening.
“We could sleep up there. The branches look wide enough. But we’ll have to go without a fire.”
Vrenli, hands trembling from cold, gave him a skeptical look.
“And how exactly are we supposed to keep warm? I’m already freezing.”
“Maybe we could light one under the tree,” Werlis said.
“Absolutely! I’m not dying of frost out here,” Aarl added, wiping beads of frost from his nose.
Borlix laughed and shook his head.
“How will you make it farther north if you’re already shivering? It gets worse, you know.”
Aarl made a face — then hurled a snowball that struck Borlix square in the beard.
Grumbling, Borlix shook off the snow, laid down his axe, and used his shield to scoop up a heavy mound. With a wide sweep, he flung it toward Aarl — but Aarl jumped aside, laughing.
“Enough,” Gorathdin said firmly, as a spark from his flint caught in dry branches and bloomed into flame. “Keep quiet. Unless you want to draw snow goblins — or worse.”
Borlix muttered, but Werlis nodded.
“Gorathdin is right.”
Once they had eaten, Gorathdin climbed into the branches and tied a rope to a sturdy limb for the others. 
Vrenli helped Werlis follow. They settled on a broad, curved branch that offered enough space to rest.
Aarl and Borlix reached the same perch at once, but Aarl was quicker. He tossed his fur down and grinned.
“This one’s mine.”
“A dwarf is no elf — and certainly no cursed squirrel,” Borlix growled as he wedged himself into a thick fork and wrapped his fur tight.
Gorathdin climbed higher than the rest and settled into a cradle of limbs, sheltered on all sides.
The weight of the day pressed down on them. 
One by one, they gave in to rest — until the darkness held them, and only the wind’s distant sigh remained.
― ᛟ ―
Night had fallen on the Northland. A haze of frost hung low over the fens of Fallgar. 
The moon shimmered behind its veil — pale and blurred — as if even light feared the quiet.
Prince Sylvian lay awake in his bed in Marnog Jar. 
Wind whispered through the reeds outside — thin, insistent.
But sleep did not come. 
And peace would not follow.
The voice returned — sharper, more scornful. 
Like a breath of frost, it slipped through the damp timbers and into his soul:
“Prince Sylvian… 
The exalted Queen of the Glorious Elves looks upon you and your kin with disdain. 
In her eyes, you mist elves are but shadows — unworthy to set foot in the Glorious Vale.”
The words carved themselves into his mind.
Before his inner eye, the queen appeared — seated upon her throne of living glass. 
Her people knelt at her feet in violet light.
“But the vale is yours,” the voice pressed on. 
“The queen is powerful — but her time is over. 
You will cast her down. 
And you shall not stand alone. 
Soon I will bring you one who will aid you.”
The images shifted.
Prince Sylvian saw himself upon the throne, the Glorious Elves bowed before him.
“Claim what is yours by right,” the voice whispered, silken. 
“The Glorious Vale is your inheritance. 
The world shall belong to the elves.”
Prince Sylvian tossed in his bed. 
His breath came faster.
“There are others you must unite,” the voice went on. 
“The ranger-elves of the Dark Forest — they must sever their ties to the druids. 
Speak to them. Win them to your banner.”
The vision changed — trees dark and high, a forest of silence and shadow. 
He saw the rangers kneel and lift their blades in his name.
“But that is not all,” the voice hissed, sharper still. 
“In the North dwell elves long forgotten — the frost-elves. 
Their homeland will fall. They will wander, rootless. 
They will need a forerunner — one who offers them a future.”
He saw them in the vision — frost-elves walking through ruin, their icy halls melting behind them.
“Send envoys,” the voice commanded. 
“Show them that you understand. 
Promise them a realm — the entire North beneath your banner. 
They will follow.”
Prince Sylvian opened his eyes. 
His heart hammered in his chest. 
Something had taken hold — not a voice, but a current, cold and deep.
He rose and tried to gather his thoughts, but the hunger it left behind would not loosen its grip. 
The voice had rooted itself in him — and with it, a vision. 
Of power. Of purpose. 
Of a path from which he would not return.
― ᛟ ―
By midday the following day, the fellowship reached a clearing in the snow-bound woods. 
Stumps of old trees lay hidden beneath the white, but the marks of woodcutters still showed.
“Somewhere near here must be the village Gorathdin saw. We can’t be far,” said Vrenli.
They kept their course — and before long, a settlement came into view. 
Wooden palisades rose around it, tall and tight. 
Beneath the gate stood an older man in a heavy fur cloak. 
His eyes widened at the sight of them.
“Who are you?” he called out. “What business brings you here?”
Gorathdin stepped forward.
“I am Gorathdin of Wetherid. 
With me stand the fellowship — Vrenli, Werlis, Aarl, and Borlix. 
We are on our way to Grandok but do not know the way. 
We ask for passage.”
The man studied them in silence. 
Then he pulled a cord. 
A bell rang out.
Armed Northmen emerged from behind the palisade — cloaks heavy with frost, spears gripped in hand, shields at the ready.
“Hendrik, these strangers seek the road to Grandok,” the elder said.
Hendrik stepped closer, his long beard braided, stirred by the wind. 
He eyed the group in silence.
“What do you want there?”
“We seek something,” Gorathdin replied. “We don’t know where it lies. 
We’ve been traveling for days and ask only for direction — and perhaps a few provisions.”
Hendrik shook his head.
“We’re no tavern. You’d best keep moving.”
Vrenli stepped forward.
“Then at least tell us how to reach Grandok. 
And one more thing… have you seen an old man with a white beard and a diamond-shaped mark on his forehead?”
The men exchanged glances. Their expressions sharpened.
“Are you here to mock us?” Hendrik snarled.
“That is not our intent,” Gorathdin said quickly. “We only need directions.”
Hendrik paused — then gave his answer.
“Two days north. On the third, you’ll reach a mountain ridge to your left. From there, head east for a day. Then north again. There are no marked roads.”
“That’s it?” Gorathdin asked.
The men turned without another word and vanished through the gate. It shut behind them with a dull thud.
“They weren’t exactly welcoming,” Werlis muttered.
“The Northlanders seem a grim folk,” Gorathdin replied. “They trust no strangers.”
Vrenli furrowed his brow.
“That was hardly a proper route description.”
“We’ll ask again at the next settlement,” Gorathdin said. “We’re bound to meet others along the way.”
Vrenli nodded, thoughtful.
But Werlis looked uneasy. When he spoke, his voice had lost its usual ease.
“I’m worried. There’s still no sign of Master Drobal.”
Vrenli drew a piece of parchment from his satchel and scribbled a quick message. He folded it and tucked it plainly between two wooden planks in the palisade.
Then they continued on.
― ᛟ ―
On the third morning, no ridge had appeared — no rocks, no Northlanders, not even a hint of a path.
“I fear we’ve lost our way,” Vrenli said.
Borlix hunched against the wind.
“Wouldn’t surprise me,” he grumbled. “Without a proper road, this is nothing but endless white.”
As he adjusted the leather strap of his belt, a faint sound reached his ear — a thin, almost cheerful whistle. A tune. Hummed as if to no one in particular.
It faded in an instant, scarcely more than a breath. He wasn’t sure he’d heard anything at all.
He shrugged it off.
Werlis checked the supply pouch. The moment he lifted it, he knew.
“Maybe enough for a day. Two, if we stretch it.”
Gorathdin nodded.
“I’ll hunt. Stay here and make camp.”
No one objected. It needed to be done.
He reached for his quiver — and paused.
Two arrows were missing. Silver-tipped.
Had he dropped them? He hadn’t fired. He was sure of it.
Frowning, he searched the snow — but no trace. Perhaps he had miscounted.
He turned.
“Good luck out there,” Vrenli said.
“I’ll bring something back,” Gorathdin replied, and stepped into the cold.
Aarl rubbed his hands.
“He’d better not take too long.”
“As long as it’s not squirrel,” Werlis murmured.
Gorathdin vanished into the pale light of morning. His steps left almost nothing behind.
The snow gave way beneath him in silence as he moved through the white expanse.
The trail led him to the edge of a forest — half-grown silver firs and ancient ice-pines, standing in frozen silence.
Then he found tracks. Fresh.
“Frosthorns,” he murmured, studying the impressions.
He slowed, his eyes sweeping the landscape. Nothing yet in sight. But the trail was clear.
He followed it until he came upon a frozen lake, hemmed in by trees. His hand rested on the grip of his bow.
The Guardian
There at the shore, a figure knelt beside a hole in the ice.
A Northlander. Ice-fishing, perhaps.
A heavy fur cloak wrapped his shoulders. His beard was braided roughly, and his face bore the wind with stoic ease.
His eyes — cold, alert, pale as frost.
An axe and a spear lay at his side. Their blades had been used, and used well.
Gorathdin stepped forward with care, his movements quiet, deliberate.
Then — a sudden crack shattered the stillness.
The ice beneath the man gave way, and two massive ice rays burst from the black water below. Their glimmering bodies flashed in the light, tendrils flaring with crackling energy.
The Northlander sprang clear, tearing himself free as he reached for spear and axe in the same motion.
The creatures struck — swift, exact.
Gorathdin drew his bow, took three running strides, and loosed an arrow. The shot hit hard, driving one of the beasts off course. Wounded, it twisted violently.
He nocked again. Aimed. Fired.
The second shaft punched deep. The ice ray spasmed — then went still.
The other reacted at once. A blinding beam lashed from its tendrils, struck the Northlander full on, and hurled him backward.
But he rose — fast, steady.
In one seamless motion, he plunged his spear into the charging beast, tore free his axe with his other hand, and cleaved its head in a single blow.
Gorathdin lowered his bow and approached as the Northlander wrenched his spear from the corpse and and swept the frost-blown lake for further threats.
Then the man froze — his eyes fixed on Gorathdin.
“Thanks for the help,” he said at last. “I’m Thorgar. Northland Guardian.”
“No trouble,” Gorathdin answered. “I’m Gorathdin.”
He glanced at the dead rays.
“Are they edible?”
Thorgar nodded. He drew a knife from the boot beneath his furs, sliced the large rear fin from one of the beasts, and handed it to Gorathdin.
Gorathdin accepted it with a brief nod.
“What brings you out here?”
“Ice fishing,” Thorgar replied. “Too much red meat’s not good for you. But these cursed rays…” He shrugged, as if unwilling to say more.
Gorathdin gestured toward the forest path.
“Come to my camp. We’ll talk there.”
Thorgar studied him — long, deliberate.
“Where are you from? I’ve never seen anyone like you.”
“I’m a half-elf. From Wetherid,” said Gorathdin. “I travel with a dwarf, a southerner, and two young ones from Abketh.”
Thorgar gave no reply.
“What brings you to the Northland?”
“Come,” said Gorathdin. “I’ll explain once we’re warm.”
Thorgar hesitated, then gave a slow nod. His gaze lingered on Gorathdin’s weapons.
Can he be trusted?
He shifted his grip on the spear — just slightly — and followed.
The fellowship sat around the fire outside the snow cave when Gorathdin stepped from the woods, Thorgar close behind.
Aarl was first to move. His hand slid instinctively to the throwing knives across his chest harness.
Borlix reached for shield and axe. Vrenli and Werlis rose at once.
The stranger stood a head and a half above Gorathdin — broad-shouldered, unreadable.
“Easy,” Gorathdin said quietly. “This is Thorgar. A guardian of the Northland. We met at the frozen lake. He was fighting off two ice rays. I helped.”
Aarl eased, but the knives remained in hand.
“A guardian?” he asked, not hiding his doubt.
“So he says,” Gorathdin replied. “I invited him to join us.”
Thorgar said nothing. His axe rested loose on his shoulder. His gaze passed over each of them — careful, measuring — as theirs passed over him.
Gorathdin gestured to the group.
“These are Vrenli and Werlis of Abketh, Aarl of Thir, and Borlix of Ib’Agier. 
We’re bound for Grandok. And we need someone who knows this land.”
Thorgar gave a single nod.
Gorathdin stepped closer to the fire.
“Here, Werlis. Brought something.”
Werlis took the large fin and lifted a brow.
“Fish?”
“Ice ray,” said Gorathdin.
Werlis examined the cut, gave a short nod, and slipped it into his travel satchel.
Vrenli handed Thorgar a steaming cup of tea. 
He took it and sank down onto a stone near the fire.
“What brings you to the far North?” Thorgar asked at last.
“We’re on an important mission,” Gorathdin replied. 
“We were meant to meet a friend at the border pass — but he never came. 
Have you seen an older man lately, with a long white beard and a staff?”
Thorgar shook his head.
“I haven’t seen any strangers in a long time.”
Disappointment passed between the fellowship in silence.
“Where are you headed?” Thorgar asked.
“To Grandok and Thronheim,” said Gorathdin.
Thorgar looked up, his gaze passing slowly over the group.
“Then you’re on the wrong path. 
Grandok lies further north — and the roads there are treacherous. 
Thronheim is farther still.”
“You know this land better than we do,” Vrenli said. 
“Could you not lead us to Grandok?”
Thorgar crossed his arms. His axe now rested against his leg.
“Why should I help you? 
The North is harsh and unforgiving — even for us. 
Here, those who survive trust only their own.”
Gorathdin answered calmly, though his voice held weight.
“I understand your caution. 
But I helped you when you were in danger — because I am not your enemy.”
Thorgar narrowed his eyes. He was silent for a moment. 
At last, he muttered:
“For that, I thank you. 
But showing you the way — that’s a risk I’m not eager to take.”
His gaze shifted to Werlis. 
The missing arm had not escaped him.
“And to be honest — you don’t look like folk made for this land.”
Werlis met his eyes and stepped forward.
“This,” he said sharply, “is a war wound, Northlander. 
I’ve survived things that would freeze even your blood.”
Thorgar lifted one corner of his mouth — a brief, barely visible smile. 
But there was weight behind it. Respect.
“Perhaps you’re braver than I thought. 
But what business do you have in Grandok?”
Vrenli gave Gorathdin a quick glance. 
When the half-elf nodded, he began to speak.
“In Fallgar — a distant land — an orc shaman has summoned a demon into this world. 
Not a mere monster — but a force beyond comprehension. 
His aim is to enslave or destroy all that lives. 
His influence is already spreading. Even the North is no longer safe.”
Thorgar didn’t move. But his eyes had narrowed.
“A demon?” he asked. “We Northlanders fight many things — dragons, frost golems, snow goblins, spirits. 
But demons? That’s no enemy we’ve faced before.”
“He is worse than anything you have faced,” Gorathdin said. 
“That is why we seek an artifact — one said to be hidden somewhere in the North. 
It may be the only thing that can stop him.”
Thorgar laughed — loud and rough.
“Somewhere in the North? 
Do you even grasp how vast this land is?”
The fellowship offered no answer. 
Thorgar’s gaze drifted across them.
A strange group… from a land I know by name alone.
He narrowed his eyes.
No merchants. No pilgrims. 
They seek an artifact… and speak of a demon…
His eyes lingered on Gorathdin.
A ruse? A trap?
“What does this artifact look like — the one you seek?” he asked at last.
“We know only the name. 
It is called the Crystal of Seeing,” Vrenli said.
Thorgar repeated the words softly, as if tasting them.
“Never heard of it. 
But if you speak the truth — the Jarl of Grandok may be able to help you. 
No one knows the history of the Northland better than he.”
Gorathdin sat down beside him. His expression had grown grave.
“You must lead us. Not only our homeland is in danger — yours is, too. The whole world stands at risk.”
Thorgar’s fingers brushed along the haft of his axe. His gaze drifted into the distance.
“Or perhaps… Thronheim,” he murmured. 
“There’s a library there, with the collected knowledge of the Northland. 
If the Jarl of Grandok cannot help you, Thronheim may hold a trace.”
He fell silent. His thoughts were elsewhere. 
It had been long since he had taken on a task worth the risk.
A Northland Guardian protects the North. 
That was his purpose. His oath.
He drew a breath, lifted his head, and looked to Gorathdin.
“Very well. I’ll take you to Grandok. 
But hear me — if you betray me, I’ll strike you down here in the eternal ice. 
Until we reach the city, you follow my command.”
The fellowship exchanged a glance. 
Then all nodded.
“How far is it to Grandok?” Borlix asked.
Thorgar slung his axe over his shoulder.
“The road is harsh. First we head back south — then northeast, through the tundra of Hreljevik. 
Open land, scoured by merciless winds, where only scattered shrubs and low trees offer what little shelter there is. 
Then we turn north again, into the Donnermark. 
There, by Wolfsberg, lies a pass that leads to Grandok.”
“Then let’s be off,” Borlix grumbled.
Without delay, they gathered their gear and pulled their cloaks tighter around their shoulders. 
When all was ready, Gorathdin gave Thorgar a single nod.
Without a word, the Northlander turned and began to lead them on. 
The fellowship followed as he guided them swiftly southward.
More than once, Aarl heard a soft giggle in the distance — a bright, almost childlike sound, vanishing into the cold. 
Each time, he paused, listening.
But there was nothing.
Only the wind whispering through the branches.
The landscape began to shift — the trees thinning, the ground widening. 
Midway along their path, Thorgar halted and pointed to faint impressions in the snow.
“Frost elves,” he murmured, his eyes alert.
Gorathdin stepped beside him, studying the tracks.
“Who — or what — are frost elves?”
“A tribe of elves,” Thorgar began. 
“Bound to the eternal ice of the North. 
They dwell far beyond the reach of any land you’d call civilized.”
He paused — something in his expression tightened, as if a memory had surfaced.
“Their skin shimmers blue, like water turned to glass. 
They move through snow without sound, leaving almost nothing behind. 
Their eyes reflect the cold stars of the North. 
Their hair is white, silver — often braided with frostflowers and thread.”
“Sounds… impressive. I’ve never heard of them,” Gorathdin said.
Thorgar gave a slow nod.
“They are. But they are not peaceful. 
Their gaze is cold — and so is their heart. 
Their weapons are forged from hardened crystal ice. 
Their magic makes them swift — and deadly. 
Their arrows strike before you even realize you’re being watched.”
“So they are your enemies?” Gorathdin asked.
Thorgar furrowed his brow.
“Today, yes. But it was not always so. 
Once, they fought beside the clans — against ice dragons, frost golems, things long buried. 
Then came the betrayal. Whether it was pride — theirs or ours — no one can say. 
Since then, they’ve vanished into Ilnarath.”
“Ilnarath…” Gorathdin echoed. 
He held the name in his mouth a moment longer. 
“What do you know of that place?”
“Not much,” Thorgar said. 
“A system of caverns, vast and hidden. 
At its heart stands a palace of ice, crowned by a single crystal — vast, luminous. 
They say that crystal holds the soul of their people.”
“Have you seen any of them recently?”
Thorgar nodded.
“Yes. Not long ago, two groups crossed the valley. 
They moved like they were hunting — or searching. For something. 
Or someone.”
Borlix let out a quiet grunt.
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Nor do I. They are encroaching on our lands,” Thorgar replied. 
“If we encounter them, stay alert. They are skilled scouts — and even more skilled in battle.”
The fellowship continued along their path.
Gorathdin, walking beside Thorgar, gave him a searching glance.
“Do you have any idea why they’re here?”
Thorgar was silent for a moment before answering.
“Perhaps it has to do with the changes in the North.”
He looked into the distance.
“The weather is no longer as it was — it shifted some time ago. 
Over the distant peaks of Ib’Agier, dark clouds rise. 
They say the clouds rise from the dwarves’ great furnaces, where metal is smelted without rest.”
Borlix quickened his pace to walk alongside them, listening intently.
“These clouds drift north, bringing ashen rainstorms. 
At times, the warmth rises so sharply that even the ice in the far north begins to melt.”
“And you think we dwarves are to blame?” Borlix asked, incredulous.
“That’s what people say,” Thorgar replied. 
“Whether it’s true — I do not know.”
Vrenli cast a glance at Gorathdin and furrowed his brow.
“Could there be a link to Xaroth…? 
Might he be feeding the dwarves’ greed — and twisting the weather through it?”
“That could be…” Gorathdin said slowly. 
“If the eternal ice melts, the frost elves lose their homeland. 
No wonder they roam restlessly across the North.”
Thorgar turned to the group.
“You truly believe the demon is that powerful?”
Gorathdin and Vrenli both nodded.
The sun stood high as the tundra opened before them.
Beside his own footprints, Gorathdin noticed a line of faint tracks running parallel to his path. 
Too small for a rodent, too ordered for a bird. 
Perhaps the wind had shaped small patterns?
He studied them a moment, then shook his head and trudged on.
Ahead stretched a vast desert of ice, broken only now and then by clusters of bare trees, their twisted branches glazed with frost.
Thorgar pointed ahead.
“Hreljevik!”
“Nothing but cold and wind.”
The fellowship drew their cloaks tighter around themselves and followed him.
Sometime in the afternoon, Werlis stopped abruptly.
“The wind’s getting worse,” he gasped, teeth chattering. 
“I can’t go on!”
Thorgar stopped and eyed him gruffly.
“Already?”
“It’s too cold, and the wind’s too strong!” Vrenli added — he was struggling just the same.
“Fine… then we make camp here,” Thorgar grumbled.
“Where are we supposed to find shelter out here?” Aarl asked, searching the open land with narrowed eyes.
“We build one,” Thorgar replied, and took the axe from his back.
Without another word, he began cutting blocks from the packed snow with the sharp blade.
“Borlix! Help me — the snow blocks must be as even as possible,” Thorgar called.
Borlix muttered something, set down his shield, and joined him.
Vrenli and Werlis fetched the furs from their travel bags and wrapped themselves inside them, while Aarl and Gorathdin searched the surroundings for firewood.
“There’s nothing here!” Aarl complained.
But Gorathdin pointed to two bare trees in the distance.
They made their way over and returned a while later with a few branches.
Meanwhile, Thorgar and Borlix had begun stacking snow blocks into low walls. 
Aarl and Gorathdin laid down the branches and helped complete the shelter.
Then Aarl kindled a fire, melted snow in a small pot, and prepared a hot tea. 
He pulled a stout bottle from his bag and handed it to Werlis.
“A strong herbal spirit. Add some to the tea — it’ll warm you from the inside.”
Werlis did so, and soon the steaming cups were passed around. 
The fellowship warmed themselves by the fire and allowed themselves a moment of rest.
“That’s better,” Vrenli said, stretching his hands toward the glow.
Werlis took the fin of the ice-ray from his pack and held it over the flames. It hissed faintly as it roasted.
When they had eaten, Vrenli leaned back against the snow wall and turned toward Thorgar.
“Tell us of the Northlanders,” he said.
Thorgar rested his arms on his knees. For a moment, he stared into the fire before answering.
“Our people are shaped by this land — hard as the ice, stubborn as the wind. 
The North is harsh and merciless. Endless tundras. Frozen mountains. Deep forests. 
Two great cities and scattered villages offer shelter, but to live here, one must endure — and belong.”
“We live in clans, tightly bound to our traditions. 
Most of us hunt. Some tend livestock, but they are few. 
We carry our history in our braids — each one marks a hunt, a battle, or something worth remembering. 
Even as children, we are taught the axe and the spear. 
The Northland are full of peril. Beasts, cursed things, and spirits that do not rest.”
“Our weapons are forged from frost-ore, mined in shafts beneath the ice. 
The metal is hard, cold, and unyielding — like the land itself. 
Above all stands the Konge in Thronheim. 
But the land is vast, and unity does not come easily.”
“What do you believe in?” Vrenli asked, cautious. “Do you have gods?”
Thorgar gave a faint nod.
“We have many gods. But we do not yet know each other well enough for me to speak of them.”
Vrenli blinked, surprised — but said nothing.
Thorgar placed another branch into the fire and sat in silence for a moment before continuing.
“Our traditions are woven into songs — tales told in long winters beside the flames. 
They speak of Thalgrim the Unshaken, who held the Pass of Mists against a thousand snow-goblins. 
Of Halvora the Dragon-Slayer, who brought down Akaroth with her frost-lance. 
But they are more than stories. They carry who we were. They remind us who we must remain.”
“Do you speak with others beyond the North?” Gorathdin asked.
Thorgar’s expression shifted.
“Once. When we still traded. That was long ago. 
Now, some clans sail beyond the sea. Not as merchants — but as warriors. 
They raid foreign coasts and follow the old paths of blood.”
Gorathdin studied him. Thorgar’s face remained still — but the tone held no pride.
“You don’t sound as if you welcome it.”
Thorgar shook his head, leaned back, and folded his arms.
“I’ve said enough for one night.”
“More than enough,” Borlix muttered, dry as ever.
Thorgar let his gaze drift over the dark plain.
At last, he turned to Gorathdin.
“Take your bow. We hunt frosthorns tonight. 
They rest in the dark, and the herds are plenty. Night is better.”
Gorathdin rose and gathered his weapons. 
Without a word, they slipped from the shelter.
The wind met them — sharp and dry — sweeping loose snow across the frozen earth.
“The wind’s from the east,” Gorathdin said softly.
Thorgar frowned.
“And?”
A faint smile touched Gorathdin’s face.
“I’m a ranger. I know the hunt.”
Thorgar watched him for a breath, as if weighing the words.
“Good. But frosthorns are not like others. 
Even in sleep, they are guarded.”
Gorathdin moved forward carefully.
“What do you mean?”
“Their antlers,” Thorgar said, low. 
“If danger comes, they begin to glow — blue and cold. 
Even asleep, the herd will see.”
“At what distance?” Gorathdin asked.
Thorgar thought for a moment.
“Two hundred paces. A spear won’t get you close.”
Gorathdin nodded once.
“That won’t be a problem for my bow.”
They crept through the tundra.
The snow swallowed their steps.
Suddenly, Thorgar froze.
His gaze flicked to Gorathdin, whose eyes gave a brief greenish shimmer.
Thorgar’s hand slid toward the haft of his axe.
Gorathdin raised a hand in reassurance.
“Don’t worry. My elven sight helps me in the dark.”
Thorgar studied him for a moment. Then he gave a slow nod.
“That’s… useful.”
Gorathdin gave a faint, knowing smile.
They moved on. After a while, Gorathdin stopped and pointed into the distance.
“There.”
Thorgar followed his gaze.
On the horizon, dark shapes began to rise from the night — a herd of Frosthorns, resting on the ground.
Their massive antlers rose into the sky like glowing crystal spires.
“Thirty, maybe forty animals,” Gorathdin estimated.
“How far?” Thorgar asked.
“Roughly three hundred paces.”
They continued carefully, their steps muffled.
As they came closer, they lowered their bodies and crept forward in a crouch.
At two hundred paces, they dropped flat and began to crawl — silent and precise, each movement weighed.
Gorathdin came to a halt.
His breath curled in the cold air.
Without a sound, he drew an arrow from his quiver, set it to the string, and pulled.
His gaze settled on a medium-sized animal at the edge of the herd.
He exhaled slowly — and released the string.
The arrow sliced through the night.
A muted sound — then the beast collapsed.
At once, the herd began to glow.
The antlers flared in icy blue, casting a ghostly light over the snow.
The herd scattered, their glow flaring and fading as it melted into the dark beyond.
Thorgar placed a hand on Gorathdin’s shoulder.
“Good shot.”
Gorathdin nodded.
Soon after, they made their way toward the fallen prey.
Among scattered tracks and churned snow, they found the Frosthorn — a magnificent beast, its white pelt gleaming in the starlight.
“You brought it down. I’ll handle the rest,” Thorgar said, drawing his knife.
With swift, practiced movements, he opened the carcass, removed the finest cuts of meat, and tied them to his belt with a cord.
“Here. Take the haunches,” he said, handing them to Gorathdin.
The elf accepted them without a word, and together they began the walk back.
At the edge of the camp, they laid down the meat.
Thorgar covered it with snow.
The fire was down to embers, and in the shelter, all was quiet — the others already asleep.
He took a thick branch, pushed it into the coals, and watched as the flames slowly gathered strength once more.
Then, without a word, he turned and stepped quietly into the shelter.
“That’s enough for today,” he murmured.
Gorathdin nodded, set aside his bow, and withdrew into the shelter.
Inside, he wrapped himself in his furs.
The stillness of night descended over the camp, and soon he fell into deep sleep.
― ᛟ ―
Far beneath the Kirbun Mountains in Fallgar, hidden beneath ancient stone, the night had not yet found its rest.
There, in a hall carved from black rock, Brumir Ironfist lay in his bed.
The darkness around him was crushing — and in his mind, a voice began to rise:
Brumir… be strong. Do not yield. Your people need a leader who will not waver.
Brumir’s face twitched — but the voice gave him no peace.
Keep all dark-iron for yourself, it whispered.
Deliver nothing — to anyone. Leave the dealings to the dwarves of Ib’Agier. 
Let them believe they control the trade. 
Let them dig deeper, melt ore without pause. 
Their furnaces must never go cold.
The words pierced Brumir’s mind — and before his inner eye, vivid images rose.
The great forges of Ib’Agier burned without rest.
The smiths labored day and night, iron hammering iron. But the gray dwarves waited — silent, still, unblinking — as their mountain poured itself into fire, desperate to meet every demand.
“I know the dwarves of Ib’Agier are your enemies,” the voice whispered — calm, measured, patient. 
“But let them have their triumph — for a time. 
Let them spend their strength. Let them tire.”
The voice grew softer, more certain.
“When the time is right, I shall deliver Ib’Agier into your hands — defenseless.”
Suddenly, Brumir saw himself in a hall of gold. 
Dwarves in shining armor bowed low before him. 
A crown weighed gently on his brow.
“You shall rule them all, Brumir — as was foretold to your people for generations. 
The traitors of Ib’Agier will pay their price, and you shall pass judgment on their fate. 
But follow my design. 
No dark-iron shall leave Ingar.”
The vision faded. But the words remained — seared into him like molten sigils pressed to cold steel.
Brumir drew a deep breath and opened his eyes.
Iron settled in his chest.
His path was set.
The Road to Grandok
Werlis blinked. Cold needled down to the bone.
His limbs were stiff with sleep. The fire had nearly died — only a faint red glow clung to the ash, a last whisper of warmth in the winter hush.
Gorathdin and Thorgar emerged from the shelter and unearthed their spoils from the snow. Vrenli joined them, and his eyes lit with relief when he saw the meat.
“This will keep us going for a while,” he said.
Werlis rummaged through his pouch, lifting out a round of bread to make space. He paused.
Along the edge — bite marks. Clear and deep.
He frowned. 
Had someone been hungry in the night? 
Or… had he eaten it himself and forgotten?
He shook his head and tucked it back.
All day, Thorgar led them forward — pushing into the wind with grim resolve. Only in the late light, after a long, bitter march, did they reach Donnersmark.
The first rocks of the Wolfsberg rose from the earth — jagged, ancient, like walls left behind by giants.
There, Thorgar led them into the mouth of a cave he knew.
“I grew up here, at Wolfsberg,” he said, gathering dry twigs from the floor and kindling a flame. 
“On the far side, at the mountain’s foot, there lies a village. I left it when I was young — to become a Guardian of the North.”
Borlix grimaced.
“Wolfsberg… I don’t like places named after predators.”
Thorgar gave the faintest nod.
“Your unease does not mislead you. 
A pack of ice-shadow wolves roams these heights — led by a one-eyed wolf.”
“A one-eyed wolf?” Werlis asked, doubtful.
Thorgar gave a low snort.
“Yes. He’s cleverer than the rest. Many have tried to bring him down. None have succeeded. 
Some say he passes on his cunning — generation to generation. His pack is the deadliest ever known in these mountains.”
Werlis exhaled sharply.
“Let’s hope we don’t meet him.”
He glanced at Thorgar — but the man only shrugged.
“That is unlikely. They rarely leave their territory.”
There was a pause.
Then, quietly — more to himself than the others — Vrenli murmured:
“I worry about Master Drobal.”
Borlix, already lying down, opened one eye.
“We all worry, Vrenli. 
But he’s a wise one. With luck, we’ll see him in Grandok.”
Aarl nodded.
“He’s probably already there.”
Werlis rose and stepped toward the cave’s entrance — and froze.
A sound — soft, breath-like — reached him. A brief, whispering cry. 
It came from just beyond the stone.
He stood still.
The silence held — but something had shifted.
For a moment, he stood motionless, listening.
Had he imagined it?
His gaze swept the rocks beyond the cave mouth, searching for the sound’s source. 
Then he stepped toward the threshold.
Beneath the overhang, half-veiled in shadow, four massive wolves lay in wait.
He had nearly walked into their teeth.
His body locked. Then, inch by inch, he began to retreat. 
His breath grew shallow. 
His muscles tightened of their own accord.
“Four of them. Right outside,” he whispered, voice taut with alarm.
Gorathdin’s hand found his bow. Aarl, already silent, drew a blade from the strap across his chest. 
Vrenli cast a glance at Thorgar, who, calm but alert, reached for his spear. 
Borlix edged toward the cave mouth for a glimpse.
They were huge — larger than any wolf he had ever seen. 
Their thick, snow-white fur was streaked with bands of bluish gray, like shadow in motion across taut muscle. 
Even in daylight, they looked half-made of mist.
Their paws sank deep into the snow. Their claws left sharp, deliberate grooves behind. 
Every inch of them spoke of cold and silence and pursuit.
But it was their eyes that held the danger — 
not bestial, but calculating.
They didn’t watch. They measured.
No growl. No flash of teeth. 
Only silence. Stillness. Eyes fixed on the cave mouth.
“These aren’t ordinary wolves,” Borlix muttered, lifting his shield.
Thorgar stepped forward, gaze hard.
“Just what we needed,” he growled. “Ice-Shadow Wolves.”
He turned to the group.
“We can’t hide. They know we’re here. 
There’s nothing for it but to face them.”
Vrenli stepped up behind Borlix, peering past the rocks.
“Fortunately,” Thorgar said, “it’s only four.”
“Only four?” Vrenli echoed, incredulous. 
“One would be enough.”
Thorgar faced them squarely.
“Gorathdin — take the female, the one on the far right. 
Aarl, Borlix — the one with the grey muzzle. 
The other two are mine.
Vrenli, Werlis — stay in the cave.”
“No way,” Werlis said immediately. 
“Nor am I,” Vrenli added, quiet but firm.
Thorgar leveled a stare that could have frozen water.
“You’ll stay in the cave. This isn’t a debate.”
The two backed off, unwilling — but remained at the entrance, eyes on the wolves.
“Now!” Thorgar barked — and charged down the slope.
Gorathdin drew an arrow, nocked, pulled, and loosed.
It struck the female in the shoulder. She flinched. 
A second arrow drove her back.
The others sprang.
They surged up the slope with terrifying speed. 
Thorgar met them head-on. His spear punched deep into the chest of the first wolf. 
It spasmed and fell, dead before it hit the snow.
But the second one came faster.
With a bound, it crashed into Thorgar and threw him down. 
Its jaws snapped for his throat.
Gorathdin fired again. The arrow buried itself in the beast’s side — but it kept coming. 
Thorgar heaved up his axe, blocked the fangs — but the weight pressed on. It would not yield.
Gorathdin dropped the bow. 
He ripped the fire-axe from his back and lunged.
With one crushing blow, he shattered the wolf’s skull.
Aarl and Borlix faced the last one.
Aarl hurled blade after blade — but they bounced off the hide. 
The wolf leapt, slamming into Borlix, nearly knocking him down.
Borlix braced — arms straining — but the weight drove him backward.
Its teeth scraped against the rim of his shield, sharp jaws threatening to tear through the metal.
From the mouth of the cave, Werlis and Vrenli struck. They tore burning branches from the fire and hurled them at the beast. Sparks flew — the flaming wood singed the wolf’s fur.
Growling, it leapt back, raised its head — a moment of weakness.
Borlix seized the opening. With a battle cry, he raised his axe and brought it down with full force. The blade cut through the animal’s throat, and it collapsed, gasping, into the snow.
They were all breathing heavily, their eyes drifting across the motionless bodies.
“That was damn close,” Aarl said, picking up one of his throwing knives.
“Close is enough to live,” Thorgar replied. “You fought well.”
“We should get out of here,” Gorathdin urged, lifting his bow.
They all returned to the cave.
Quickly, they gathered their gear, packed weapons and provisions, and threw on their cloaks.
Thorgar checked the entrance, listened for a moment, then nodded.
“Stay close. If we press on, we’ll reach Grandok by tomorrow.”
With cautious, alert steps, they left the cave and set off.
They followed Thorgar through a ravine until midday. The thought of shelter — of a warm bed — lifted their spirits.
“Are there taverns in Grandok?” Borlix asked, grinning crookedly. “I’m thinking a few mugs of mead — or a barrel.”
Thorgar gave a soft laugh — brief and unexpected.
“Of course there are. Come nightfall, the mead flows freely when the northern songs rise.”
“Then let’s move!” Borlix called out, wetting his cracked lips at the thought of a steaming tankard.
“I wouldn’t mind a proper drinking match myself,” Aarl added, grinning, and kept pace with Borlix’s quick steps.
After a time, Thorgar halted and pointed upward, where a dark opening gaped in the rock.
“Once, a great tribe of snow goblins lived there,” he said. “They used to raid this gorge regularly.”
Borlix grunted, skeptical.
“I hope they’re truly gone. My run-ins with those furry beasts back in the Icepeaks of Tawinn were enough for a lifetime.”
Vrenli smiled faintly, memories of old battles stirring. Werlis nodded absently, while Gorathdin and Aarl exchanged quiet grins.
“Those were the days,” Aarl said at last, his eyes sweeping the path ahead.
The narrow gorge opened up, and before them stretched a wide winter plain, broken by strips of forest. In the distance, a mountain rose, its peak veiled in mist. At its base nestled a city against the stone — walled high, defiant, unshaken.
Thorgar stopped, his posture straight, as if imprinting the sight into memory. Then he spoke softly, with a note of reverence:
“Grandok. The second-largest city in the Northland.”
The fellowship looked upon their goal — the city they had sought for so long.
“We should make camp and continue at first light,” Werlis said, rubbing his tired eyes. “After a march like this, I’m not walking another half day on these feet. And it’ll be dark soon.”
“I’m tired as well,” Vrenli agreed. “And who knows if they’ll even let us in at this hour.”
“They will,” Borlix replied, crossing his arms. “There are taverns. If we get there before midnight, there’ll still be mead.”
“My thought exactly!” Aarl grinned. “A warm fire, mead, and a decent roof overhead — that sounds better than a night in the wild.”
Thorgar gave a brief nod.
“We’ll reach the city. With a clear full moon, I can see well enough to guide us.”
“And if not — I’ll see it,” said Gorathdin, dryly.
His elven eyes flashed green in the dark.
A moment of silence passed, then Werlis sighed.
“I’ll regret this — but fine. Let’s go.”
Thorgar pulled a torch from his satchel, lit it, and began to move.
“Stay close.”
Soon, the walls of Grandok rose clearer through the darkness. The snow-covered towers reached high into the night sky. Guards patrolled the ramparts, their silhouettes dancing in the flickering glow of the fire basins.
Shortly before midnight, they reached the wide square before the city gate.
Torches burned along the walls, their light casting uneasy reflections on the massive wooden gates — bound with iron and marked with old runes. 
Several guards stood at the gatehouse.
At first, they seemed indifferent. But as they noticed the approaching group, they straightened and studied the strangers intently.
“What brings you to Grandok?” one of the guards asked, his voice deep as his gaze swept over the company.
Thorgar stepped forward and extinguished his torch.
“We seek shelter for the night — and tomorrow, we must speak with the Jarl.”
The guards exchanged brief glances. From within the city came muffled voices and music — the dull thud of drums, the clatter of cups, distant laughter.
“Not the best night for strangers,” one of them muttered. 
“Tonight is the Bloodbanner Festival — a day in honor of Grandok’s great battles.”
He eyed the newcomers with suspicion, but when Thorgar met his gaze with a stern look, the man hesitated. Then he stepped aside.
“Open the gate!”
The heavy wood groaned as it swung inward, slow and deliberate. 
Thorgar led the fellowship through, and the view of nighttime Grandok opened before them.
Along the broad, well-trodden streets, wagon tracks and bootprints pressed deep into the snow. 
Open fire basins stood at the crossroads and main roads, their flickering light casting restless shadows across the soot-darkened beams of the buildings.
The houses were long and solid, built from thick, tightly joined timbers. Their roofs were made of overlapping wooden shingles, covered with a thin layer of snow. 
The gables bore intricate carvings — dragon heads and beast motifs jutting out over the streets. 
Large wooden doors with heavy iron fittings led into homes and halls. 
Smoke rose from the rooftop vents, and waxlights glowed in the small windows.
Though the hour was late, the city still breathed. 
Voices and laughter echoed through the streets, and from the taverns came the scent of roasting meat and warm mead. 
Outside the doors stood Northmen in heavy fur cloaks, drinking horns in hand. 
The bright sound of a lute mingled with the dull thudding of dancing feet and the clinking of mugs.
Thorgar led them to a tavern well known to him. 
A roughly carved sign hung above the door.
“The Dragon’s Den,” Thorgar announced. 
“They serve the best mead in the city.”
As they stepped inside, a wave of warmth rolled over them.
The taproom was spacious, filled with heavy wooden tables and tightly packed benches. 
Men and women with grim-set faces sat close, drinking and singing loudly to the music of a bard who played in one corner of the room.
Suddenly, conversation and song fell silent. 
Curious eyes turned toward the strangers — an unfamiliar sight that held the attention of all present. 
A low murmur stirred through the room before talk resumed and the bard played on.
“I’ll see to the rooms,” Thorgar said, stepping toward the innkeeper — a broad-shouldered man with a shaved head and a braided beard, who was just setting several mugs onto the counter.
The innkeeper looked up, and his face brightened.
“Thorgar! It’s been a long time. What brings you to Grandok?” he asked warmly.
“It’s a long story,” Thorgar answered curtly. 
“We need rooms, food — and mead. Plenty of mead.”
The innkeeper let out a booming laugh.
“For you, always, Thorgar. I’ve still got two rooms left. Make yourselves at home.”
Vrenli stepped beside Thorgar and addressed the innkeeper. 
The man heard the voice but furrowed his brow, glancing around in confusion.
“What in Dornir’s name…?” he muttered, before Thorgar gave a small nod toward the underside of the counter.
The innkeeper leaned forward — and at last caught sight of Vrenli, who gazed up at him with a solemn expression.
“Have you by chance seen an older man from Wetherid?” Vrenli asked. 
“He goes by the name Master Drobal.”
The innkeeper straightened and shook his head.
“No, sorry. No strangers here in quite a while.”
“Thank you for the information,” Vrenli said politely — though disappointment showed on his face.
The group took a free table in the corner of the room.
The bard was shifting from a lively tune to a mournful ballad — the tale of a warrior who fell battling the ghosts of the tundra. Some guests hummed along, others clinked their mugs, still others spoke in low tones, lost in their own stories.
“Now that’s what I call a proper tavern,” Borlix said with satisfaction as a tankard of mead landed before him. 
“Exactly what I needed after that cursed cold journey.”
As they ate and drank, Vrenli let his gaze drift across the room. 
At last he spoke, his voice low.
“The innkeeper hasn’t seen Master Drobal. I’m worried.”
Thorgar set down his mug after a long draught.
“We’ll ask the jarl tomorrow. He may have heard something.”
Borlix grunted and raised his tankard.
“Yes, let’s do that. You worry too much, Vrenli. Tonight — we celebrate!”
Vrenli hesitated. 
His gaze passed from Gorathdin to Werlis and Aarl, as if searching for reassurance.
Gorathdin met his eyes with calm assurance.
“He will come.”
“I believe that too,” Aarl added.
Only Werlis remained silent, the same concern etched in his face.
At last, Vrenli lifted his tankard and joined the toast. The mugs clinked together — and for a moment, the tension receded.
“Thorgar, tell us something about Grandok!” Borlix called.
Thorgar nodded.
“Grandok was founded in the twenty-fourth cycle by several clans. 
Back then it was little more than a cluster of hunting huts and a fortified outpost. 
But it grew — in strength, in wealth. 
Its nearness to the mountains and the tundras made it a haven for trade, and for the hunt.”
He took a long pull from his mug, let the taste settle, then went on.
“But Grandok was never a city of peace. 
Again and again, enemies came — rival clans, raiders, foreign warriors drawn by greed or pride. 
Each time, the people held their ground. 
And with each victory, Grandok grew — not just in size, but in spirit.
“Today it stands as the bulwark of the North. Hard to break — yet never safe from danger.”
His gaze moved slowly around the circle.
“If Thronheim is the axe, Grandok is the shield.”
The fellowship listened as Thorgar spoke, the moments slipping by unnoticed.
Gradually, the common room quieted. 
At last, they chose to retire for the night.
― ᛟ ―
Far to the north, frost gripped the land in silence. 
But deep within the desert of DeShadin, glowing sand burned beneath a starless sky.
There, where even the night held no mercy, Sheikh Neg El Bahi reclined beneath a canopy of black silk.
He too had heard the voice.
It came again, soft and dark:
“Neg El Bahi… the desert is your home — but it need not be your cage. 
Beyond the ocean lies Shanburia, land of the Dark People — rich in gold, spices, and slaves who kneel to strength. 
There, they need no dreamer. Only a conqueror.”
He saw caravans heavy with treasure pouring into his cities. 
Armies marching beneath his standard. 
His ships cutting across distant seas.
“You need not ride alone,” the voice murmured. 
“I will bring you allies — former enemies, future weapons.”
In his mind’s eye, he saw them: the Kajir — lizardfolk from the southern reaches of the desert. 
Their eyes burned with hunger.
“The waters around Kajir are vanishing,” the voice said. 
“Thirst will drive them to your gates. 
Let them in. Use their desperation. Shape them into your sword.”
He saw it — the Kajir kneeling. 
Their chieftain’s clawed hand resting atop his in a vow of loyalty.
“Unite your host with the legions of the Kajir!” the voice commanded. 
“With their speed, their venom, their will to endure — you shall break Shanburia. 
They will fear you. And they will bow.”
The voice fell silent. But its echo did not leave him.
Neg El Bahi opened his eyes. 
The path lay clear. He would walk it.
― ᛟ ―
Late the next morning, after a hearty shared breakfast in the Dragon’s Hollow and a final tankard of mead insisted upon by Borlix, he wiped the foam from his beard with a grin and laughed.
“What are you staring at? Mead is food too!”
Thorgar only shook his head.
“Come. We must go to the Jarl,” he said.
Together, they followed him out onto the street.
The city was already astir.
As they walked the main paths, they passed workers scattering sand across patches of ice. The scrape of shovels on timber rang through the air. Narrow roads climbed the slope in sharp twists, laid with boards of sturdy pine. Doors opened one by one, and townsfolk stepped out, cloaked and fur-wrapped against the cold.
Some cleared snow from their thresholds. Others trudged through alleyways, firewood strapped to their backs. From behind a half-open door came muffled voices. A boy set a water bucket on the step, then vanished inside.
Thorgar walked with purpose, the others at his back, threading through the bustle of Grandok’s waking hours.
At a corner, they passed a smith hammering steel. Sparks burst with each blow, lighting his grim face. Smoke from the forge curled into the sky, and the sharp tang of hot iron lingered on the wind.
“The finest weapons in the Northland are forged here,” said Thorgar without turning. “Every smith in Grandok is a master.”
Borlix lingered a step, his eyes on the anvil. He ran his fingers across a bundle of rods and nodded.
“Very fine quality,” he grunted.
The smith returned the nod in silence. Borlix rejoined the group.
The road climbed toward the upper district. They passed a wide square where merchants called out in harsh voices, their wares piled on heavy tables. Thick pelts, smoked meats, salt in white slabs. Knives with horn-carved hilts, frost-hardened berries in baskets.
“This is the heart of the city,” said Thorgar. “Everything needed is traded here — and often more.”
They paused a moment as Vrenli slowed near a stall where small amulets, shaped from horn, lay in tidy rows.
“Perhaps I’ll bring something back for my wife in Abketh,” he murmured.
Thorgar’s voice nudged him onward.
The path ended at a wide stair carved into the rock. At its crest, the noise below faded. The air was clearer. The buildings here stood low but heavy, with thick stone walls and narrow façades — built not for comfort, but to withstand siege.
Watchtowers marked the corners. Guards stood along the walls, unmoving but alert.
Groups of armed Northlanders passed them at steady pace, faces grim beneath helms of fur and metal.
To the left, a training ground opened between two halls. Young warriors sparred under the eye of a broad-shouldered captain in frost-steel armor. His cloak was lined with bear fur. Spears turned in perfect rhythm. Axes struck wood in heavy beats, their impacts echoing in the cold.
They moved on, past workshops where leather was being stitched, shields mended. An old man bent over a breastplate, threading thick straps through rings lined with fur. Several damaged shields lay beside him, their wood split and torn. A boy — perhaps an apprentice — polished spears and whispered questions.
And then, at the street’s end, the seat of the Jarl rose before them.
Its stone walls were fitted so tightly they bore no seam. The architecture was vast, almost solemn in its weight. Along the roof-beams, carved wolves and dragons watched the horizon, their hollow eyes catching the pale light.
Two great pillars framed the entrance. Beneath the overhang, braziers burned low. Between them stood two guards, clad in heavy furs, their armor worn by years and winters alike.
They held their spears upright. Round shields hung beside their legs. Their stance was ready. Their eyes did not waver.
“We must speak with Jarl Arik the Strong,” Thorgar said, calling out before the gates.
“Who are you?” one of the guards demanded, voice raised.
“I am Thorgar, Guardian of the North,” he replied. 
“I bring strangers who must warn the Jarl of an approaching danger.”
The guards studied the group with narrow eyes. After a brief pause, one turned and disappeared through the heavy doors.
Moments later, he returned, footsteps quick.
“The Jarl will receive you. Come.”
They passed through the gate and followed a long corridor carved into stone. 
Torches flickered in iron sconces along the walls, casting restless shadows across the rough-hewn surface.
At its end, a vast hall opened before them.
To the left stood long tables of dark wood, flanked by benches and set with jugs of mead, earthen cups, and bowls heaped with bread and meat. 
To the right — racks of weapons: spears, axes, swords, and shields, each ordered and gleaming in the firelight. 
Above hung trophies of the hunt: the antlers of frosthorns, skulls of ice-shadow wolves, the feelers of deep-ice rays, and furs stretched tight from beasts that had tested northern steel.
At the far end of the hall, upon a raised dais, hung a crimson banner embroidered with snowflakes and a silver dragon — the proud sigil of Grandok.
Jarl Arik the Strong
He sat high on a great chair carved from northern oak, arms set firm upon its sides. 
His presence filled the hall before he spoke a word.
Snow-white hair fell over his shoulders, and his beard was braided in careful knots, held fast by plain metal rings. 
He bore the marks of a life without ease — not hidden, but carried openly: the lines of battles fought, of burdens chosen, of years held fast for the sake of his people.
A thick wool tunic covered his frame, overlaid with a cloak of wolf fur clasped across his shoulders. 
At his side rested a battle axe, the shaft worn smooth by a lifetime of use. 
Beside it stood a round shield, darkened and scarred by countless blows.
The fellowship stood still as the Jarl’s eyes passed over them — cold, sharp, and measuring.
Thorgar stepped forward and gave their names.
“What news do you bring me?” Arik asked. His voice was low — but weight carried in it.
Thorgar gave a nod to Gorathdin, who stepped to his side.
“We have come to warn you of a great danger,” he said. 
“In Fallgar, an orc shaman has summoned a demon from the soul-realm — a creature of darkness. 
He presses into this world, and if he breaks through completely, not only Wetherid, but all the realms will fall under his shadow.”
The Jarl leaned back. His brow furrowed with doubt.
“A demon?” he asked. “Tales for winter nights. Such things do not concern me.”
“I speak the truth,” Gorathdin said firmly. 
“Already his power reaches across the mountains. He stirs unrest, distorts the elements, and feeds greed in distant lands. That is why we are here. 
If we do not act, the Northland will fall as well.”
Arik said nothing. His silence stretched, his expression unmoved.
“You truly expect me to believe such a tale?” 
He gave a dry laugh. “Even the children of Grandok would not be so easily deceived.”
Before Gorathdin could answer, Vrenli stepped forward.
“We did not come here to speak of legends,” he said. 
“Master Drobal of Horunguth sent us. He is no dreamer. He saw what rose in Fallgar and meant to meet us at the Wetherid border — but he never arrived. 
Have you seen him? He could confirm all we say.”
At the name, the Jarl straightened — if only slightly.
“Master Drobal,” he repeated. The doubt had not vanished — but it had weakened.
Vrenli gave a single nod.
The Jarl fell silent, his gaze lingering on the strangers before him. When he spoke again, his voice had changed.
“I knew him in my youth. 
A man of great wisdom. 
When he spoke, it carried weight.”
“Then you have seen him?” Aarl asked.
The Jarl shook his head.
“No. He has not been in Grandok for many years. 
If he were in the city, I would know of it.”
Aarl lowered his head. 
Borlix grumbled something under his breath, while Werlis and Vrenli exchanged a brief, wordless glance.
Their hope of finding Master Drobal here had been dashed.
Silence settled. Then Thorgar lifted his gaze.
“Jarl, what Gorathdin says is true,” he said firmly. 
“I saw frost elves moving freely through the land, as if searching for something. 
And there are reports — the weather in the far north is shifting. 
It grows warmer. The ice is beginning to thaw.”
The Jarl gave a slow nod.
“I’ve heard of the frost elves as well — and of the grey rain. 
Perhaps there is truth in what you say.”
He leaned forward, his gaze drifting across their faces.
“But how can I help you?” he asked at last.
Gorathdin met his eyes without hesitation.
“There are signs of seven powerful artifacts — relics that may be our only chance to stop the demon. 
One of them is the Crystal of Seeing. 
Master Drobal believes it lies hidden somewhere in the Northland.”
The Jarl raised a brow and looked at Gorathdin with open skepticism.
“That is a very vague description. 
How do you hope to find anything if you don’t even know where to begin?”
Gorathdin nodded.
“You’re right. We know little. 
The crystal was stolen from Tawinn many cycles ago — sometime between the twenty-second and twenty-fifth. 
Old accounts claim it was carried north. 
But beyond that, nothing is certain — not who took it, nor why, nor where it rests now.”
The Jarl fell silent. His brow furrowed. 
He sank into thought.
“That was the age when dragons still flew over the North,” he said slowly. 
“Perhaps…”
He broke off, hesitated, then stood. 
The heavy wolf-pelt draped over his shoulders shifted as he moved toward a massive chest near the wall.
The hinges creaked softly as he lifted the lid. 
He reached among old books and scrolls until his hand found a timeworn volume. 
He drew it out with care. For a while, he turned its pages, reading slowly.
Then, solemn, he returned to the table.
“The Shieldwall,” he said, reverently, holding the book before him. 
“You might begin your search there. 
That fortress was more than a bulwark — it once guarded the treasures of the early Konge.”
Thorgar straightened, his attention sharpening.
“The Shieldwall? I’ve never heard of it. 
Where is this fortress?” he asked.
“A few days’ journey from Grandok. 
My advisor Omgard will show you the way — he knows the route better than any man still breathing,” the Jarl replied.
The fellowship exchanged glances.
The Jarl called out once, a sharp word.
Moments later, a stooped figure entered the hall, moving with deliberate care. 
In his hand he held a staff, carved from twisted root. 
A gray tunic hung from his shoulders, its sleeves long and heavy, concealing his hands. 
At his belt hung several pouches, and a dagger with a curved horn grip.
Without a word, the group followed him to a wide wooden table where a large map had been spread open.
Omgard placed a hand upon it and marked a point with a trembling finger.
“Here is where your path begins,” he said. His voice, though aged, was clear. 
“You will cross harsh and unforgiving ground — where one misstep may be your last. 
The journey will lead you through narrow ravines, wind-swept heights, and frozen wastes, each bearing dangers of its own.”
His hand moved onward.
“Here — beyond the Echo Gorge — you’ll reach the Ridge of Winds. 
Beyond that, the crossing of Lake Ymirgard.”
At last, his finger came to rest near the end of a long valley.
“There lies your destination — the Shieldwall.”
Borlix raised an eyebrow.
“Sounds like a welcoming sort of journey,” he muttered.
Omgard gave a slight shrug. 
Then he turned to Gorathdin, reached into a small wooden box, and drew out a plain, unmarked amulet.
“The Frostneedle will guide your path,” he said. 
“It always points north, no matter how thick the snowfall or how fierce the winds rage. 
Even in deepest fog or absolute darkness, it never strays from its course.”
Gorathdin accepted the amulet and turned it in his hand. 
The casing was round and flat, forged of blue frost-steel — cool to the touch. 
Within, a fine, gleaming needle held fast to a single direction, steady no matter how he turned it.
“Take this map with you as well,” Omgard said, rolling it carefully and handing it to Thorgar, who stood beside him.
The Jarl let his gaze linger on the group, then returned to his chair and sat with weight.
“You’ll be given shelter for the night — and supplied with furs and provisions. 
May your journey be successful.”
Then he turned aside.
“Call the Council of Elders. We have matters to settle.”
The fellowship offered a silent nod and left the hall.
Outside, the wind had grown sharper. 
Snow curled down the streets in ragged spirals, and the wooden beams of the buildings moaned under the pressure.
A guard awaited them — his cloak pulled tight, his face unreadable. 
He looked them over briefly, then gestured toward a house across the lane.
Without a word, he led them there, opened the heavy door, and stepped aside.
Inside, the air was warm. 
A modest hearth flickered in a stone recess, and the room smelled of meat, smoke, and herbs.
On a rough-hewn table stood steaming bowls of stew, a jug of water, and a basket of coarse bread.
The fellowship sat down without ceremony. 
Spoons struck bowls. Bread was torn and dipped, and silence filled the space between them.
Vrenli stirred his spoon through the broth, slowly, as if his thoughts might rise from the surface.
“I wonder where Master Drobal is. 
It’s been days already — and still no sign.”
Werlis bit off a piece of bread, chewed, and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.
“Something must have happened.”
Thorgar ladled a second portion into his bowl. 
He blew on it once, took a bite, and spoke only after swallowing.
“In the Northland, a sudden shift in weather can delay a man for longer than expected.”
“It’s been many days,” Werlis objected. “It can’t just be the weather.”
Borlix eyed his bowl and muttered dryly, “We’d best accept it — we’re on our own.”
Gorathdin’s gaze wandered across the table.
“I fear he’s right. 
We should stop waiting for Master Drobal. 
Whatever’s happened — he won’t catch up.”
“Or something happened to him…” Aarl said quietly.
Vrenli pushed his bowl away. 
His appetite had vanished.
Borlix stretched, his chair creaking beneath him.
“I could go for a jug of mead. Who’s coming with me?”
Aarl raised his hand with a grin.
“I’m in.”
“Thorgar?” Borlix asked.
Thorgar glanced out the window, then shrugged.
“Why not.”
They threw on their cloaks and made their way toward the Dragon’s Hollow.
― ᛟ ―
A rhythmic knock stirred them from sleep the next morning. 
Outside, the sound of wagon wheels creaked across the frozen ground, and the wind rattled softly against the wooden walls.
When Werlis opened the door, two Northland women stepped inside — arms laden with thick furs and fresh provisions. 
Their voices were quiet, almost hesitant, as they wished the travelers well.
Werlis and Borlix thanked them with smiles and light words — enough to earn a blush before the door closed again.
Shortly after, they set out.
For two days, they forced their way across the barren expanse. 
The wind did not rest — rising, falling, returning with greater fury. 
The snow betrayed them — soft and yielding one hour, iced and treacherous the next.
Their boots sank deep or slipped sideways. 
Progress became a battle of inches.
Glossar
Glossary of Names, Places, Powers and Creatures

A
Ahnwen – Council member of Astinhod and trusted confidante of the royal family.
Abketh – A small village in Tawinn, within the realm of Wetherid.
Aarl – One of the companions. A southerner from Thir and a skilled knife-thrower.
Aelvor Frostshadow – Lord of the Frost Elves and consort of Zelivra.
Aldion of Kirindor – Grand Duke and council member of Astinhod; later a central figure in the kingdom’s political turmoil.
Arkondir – Former High Commander of the armies of Astinhod. Deceased.
Astinhod – Royal capital and kingdom in central Wetherid.
Asteran (Count Asteran) – Elder nobleman of the Astinhod Council.
Azrakel, the Soulbinder – Ruler of the Undead in Zantranos, Fallgar.

B
Belmarr of Kring – Council member and contender for the title of Thronewarden.
Borlix – One of the companions. A self-declared dwarf paladin from Wetherid.
Brumir Ironfist – King of the Gray Dwarves in the Kirbun Mountains of Fallgar.

D
Darion Altheras – Senior councilor and head of assembly in Astinhod.
DeShadin – A vast, arid desert southwest of Wetherid.
Druhn – Fortified town in Fallgar, near the ancient stronghold of Entorbis.

E
Elvoran – Apprentice to Master Drobal.
Entorbis (Erwight of Entorbis) – An ancient noble house long at war with Wetherid.
Eryndor – Council member in Astinhod, politically indecisive and swayed by Lady Merdiva.
F
Fallgar – A realm of orcs, mist elves, gray dwarves, ogres, and the undead. Harsh and fractured.
Frost Elves – An ancient people of the Nordland, dwelling in vast ice caverns.
Frosthorns – Horned beasts of the Nordland, known for their massive antlers and uncanny awareness.

G
Gejel – A renowned wood-elf ranger from the Dark Forest. Father of Juhva.
Glorious Elves – A luminous and reclusive elven race dwelling in a hidden valley of Wetherid.
Gorathdin – Half-elf and widower of Queen Lythinda. One of the central companions.
Gorzod Greyswings – Orc shaman of Raga Gur. Summoner of Xaroth.
Grandok – Second-largest city in the Nordland.
Gromak – Ogrish warlord of Wahmuther. Known as Ironhide.

H
Haloyan – Cousin to Prince Sylvian of the Mist Elves.
Høvding of the Shieldwall (Trenjov Icewind) – Mythic leader in the ancient Shieldwall chronicles.
Horunguth – Island home of Master Drobal. Center of magical study.
Haldakies – Mystical winged creatures, akin to great raptors. Only mages of Horunguth can command them.

I
Ib’Agier – Dwarven city beneath the mountains of Wetherid.
Ilnarath – Hidden capital of the Frost Elves.
Irkaar – Harbor city in Thir, governed by a local steward.

J
Jarl of Grandok – Ruler of Grandok in the Nordland.
Jonjar – Hesir (village elder) of Tronjavik.
Juhva – Young elf of the Dark Forest. Daughter of Gejel.

K
Kirindor – Grand duchy in Astinhod. Homeland of Aldion.
Konge – High King of the Nordland. Sovereign of Thronheim.
Kyrintha – Consort of Prince Sylvian. Mistress of venom.

L
Lady Merdiva – Baroness of Astinhod. A cunning noblewoman.
Laaron – Agent of Irkaar's steward. Former lover of Leandra.
Leandra – Queen Lythinda’s handmaiden and former confidante.
Queen Lythinda – Slain ruler of Astinhod. Wife of Gorathdin.

M
Marnog Jar – Capital of the Mist Elves in Fallgar. Ruled by Sylvian and Kyrintha.
Master Drobal – Mage from Horunguth. Discoverer of Xaroth's summoning.

N
Mist Elves – Shadowy elves of Fallgar. Known for their spider mounts and poisons.
Nivlings – Tiny, elusive beings living beneath the snow. Move like shadows; their nature wavers between thievery and aid.

O
Orveng – Scholar in the court of Konge Stojvar Icegaze in Thronheim.

P
Plonjar – A Nordland guardian stationed in Thronheim.

R
Raynarus – Apprentice to Master Drobal. Wanderer of Raga Gur and beyond.
Reljevk – Commander at the Shieldwall fortress.
Rohnog – Scholar in service to the Konge.

S
Shieldwall – Ruined fortress in the Nordland. Once a royal vault.
Seradia – Margravine of Umlis.
Skjold Forest – Mythic woodland of exile.
Skjold – A giant exiled by the gods of the Nordland. His name lingers in myth and forest.
Snorri One-Eye – Treasurer of the Konge. Shackled in disgrace.
Snow Goblins – Small, furred, and aggressive creatures that dwell in the high snows.
Steward of Irkaar – Ruler of Irkaar. Holds power through force.

T
Tawinn – Region of Wetherid. Includes Abketh.
Thir – Coastal town near the desert of DeShadin.
Thorgar – Nordland guardian and companion.
Thronheim – Capital of the Nordland. Seat of the Konge.

V
Vrenli – Companion from Abketh. Keeper of the Book of Wetherid.

W
Wahmuther – Steppe-region of the ogres in Fallgar.
Wetherid – The western realm. Heartland of the known world.
Werlis – Companion and childhood friend of Vrenli.

X
Xaroth – Demon of the Soul Realm. The World-Burner.

Z
Zelivra Iceglance – Envoy of the Frost Elves. Consort of Aelvor.
Zantranos – City of the Undead in Fallgar. Domain of Azrakel.

Key Objects and Powers
The Seven Artifacts – Relics forged by the Glorious Elves and the magi of Horunguth to resist Xaroth:
	Crystal of Sight 
	Tablet of Law 
	Lute of Peace 
	Seed of Life 
	Living Glass 
	Golden Hammer 
	Key of Secrets 


Chronicles of the Shieldwall – A recovered tome found in the ruins of the Shieldwall. Contains lost truths.
Dark Iron / Shadow Ore – Rare dwarven metal, used in forging weapons and magical devices.
Entorbis / Black Riders – Raider legions tied to the house of Entorbis. Artifact seekers.
Falgoer – Ancient northern name for Fallgar.
Frost Ore – Pale blue metal prized in the Nordland.
Hesir – Title for a village elder in the Nordland.

Deities and Creatures
Dornir – Father-god of the Nordland. Wields the Rune-Axe.
Veija – Goddess and consort of Dornir. Keeper of the Horn of Blood.
Aesgar – Son of Dornir and Veija. Warrior-god of the Runed Spear.
Frost Golems – Ice-bound giants awakened in times of peril.
Ice-Shadow Wolves – Titanic wolves of the Nordland, cloaked in cold and silence.
Ice Rays – Spectral fish-like beasts that skim snow and sky alike.
Dear Readers,


With The Chronicles of Wetherid II – The Guardians of the Seven Artifacts, the first volume of this journey comes to an end — but the story is far from over.
To me, fantasy is more than magic and battles. It is the characters who breathe life into the world — through their doubts and conflicts, their hopes and sacrifices. A world does not come alive through its size alone, but through its details, its history, and the people who inhabit it.
Together with the companions, you have crossed frozen wastes, uncovered long-buried secrets, and stood against intrigue, war, and uncertain alliances. You’ve witnessed trust forged, losses endured, and choices made that shape the fate of entire realms. And perhaps, along the way, you’ve asked yourself which path you would have chosen in their place.
Yet as vast as Wetherid and Fallgar may seem, the world reaches far beyond them. Beyond the Southern Sea lies the vast domain of the Dark People. To the east stretch endless steppes where rider-clans fight for survival. And in the distant southeast, the winds still whisper of a lost age among scattered island shores.
Thank you for joining this journey — for immersing yourselves in this world, for walking beside its heroes (and villains), and for following each step with eagerness — perhaps even impatience — as the story unfolded.
But this is only the beginning. One artifact has been found. The true struggle lies ahead. What comes next? What must be sacrificed? What alliances forged — and what betrayals still wait in the dark?
I look forward to meeting you again in the next volume.
May your curiosity never fade,
Christian Dölder
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The Chronicles of Wetherid I – The Legacy of the Elves
Before the Guardians, another tale began...
Set before the events of The Guardians of the Seven Artifacts, The Legacy of the Elves leads readers into the earliest days of the world of Wetherid — a complete, stand-alone story that lays the foundation for the epic trilogy to come. 
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The Magical Forest: Wetherid - Children's Book
In the enchanting world of Wetherid, nestled within the rolling hills of Tawinn, lies the village of Abketh—a place where the whispers of ancient trees and the laughter of children fill the air. Bram, a shy young boy, often feels like an outsider, until a chance encounter changes everything. When the mysterious Master Whitebeard, a wise and kind mage, invites Bram to explore the secrets of the magical forest, an extraordinary adventure begins.
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