
Chapter 1: Whispers on the Northern Wind 

The chill autumn wind from the Scablands was a familiar companion in 
Oakhaven. For two centuries, as the embers of the War of Solitude 
cooled to ash, its mournful sighs had carried little more than the scent of 
snow and the promise of harsh winters. But tonight, a different dread 
rode with the wind. Marta felt it burrow deep in her bones. A dread she 
hadn't known since she was a girl listening to her grandmother's tales. 
Tales of the Chained Races. Tales that had softened over generations 
into little more than bogeyman stories. Tonight, the bogeymen felt real. 

Above the ruddy glow of the hearth shadows loomed, restlessly shifting 
on the rough-hewn walls. The forest was too quiet. Dogs whined at the 
edge of the forest clearing. She'd seen the flight of crows veering away 
from the deep woods to the north-east. Tomar stifled a yawn, idly oiling 
his hunting spear for the stag hunt Herb had promised him come dawn. 

As a waning moon painted the frost-kissed ground silver, the northerly 
wind carried a clanging sound that cut through the slumbering stillness. 
"The traps," she whispered, her voice raspy. "The warning snares on the 
old game trail. Something's tripped them. Not deer. Nor wolves." 

Tomar was instantly alert. He knew to trust his grandmother’s instincts. 
Together they crept to the edge of the village. A faint metallic chink in the 
distance, from the deep woods, followed by a low, guttural sound. 

Panic pierced through Marta, cold and sharp. "Bar the doors!" she 
hissed to the nearest cottager. "Light the signal fire! Elenya," she 
grabbed the arm of the swift-footed girl standing by the well, "Run to 
Lastwall. Tell them... tell them the old stories are true." 

A rallying cry ripped through the village. Old Herb, his hands trembling 
more from adrenaline than age, fumbled with flint and tinder by the 
signal pyre. 

"Curse these damp nights!" he muttered, his breath fogging in the chill 
air. 

Marta directed the panicked villagers. "Barricade the lane between the 
storehouse and Brenn's cabin! Use the woodpiles, the old cart! Aeron, 
you and your boys, take your bows to the loft of the cooperage! Slow 
them, give Elenya time!" 



The wiry trapper nodded curtly, already ushering his two teenage sons 
towards a sturdy two-story structure in the village. 

The sixty souls of Oakhaven were not warriors. They were woodcutters, 
trappers, subsistence farmers, lives owed to resilience against the harsh 
northern clime, not to prowess in organized violence. Old axes, 
wood-splitting mauls, hunting spears, and a few well-maintained hunting 
bows became their arsenal. 

Tomar stood beside her, his hunting spear gripped tight, peering through 
narrowed eyes at the looming expanse of night. He was barely a man, 
but his jaw was set in a fierce scowl. "They won't find us easy prey, 
Nana." 

Marta squeezed his arm, a fleeting touch of warmth. "They won't, child. 
But they are not mindless beasts. Remember what the old tales said: 
cunning, cruel, and they fight as one." Her gaze, which had swept upon 
these oaks, firs and chestnut trees every night for decades, scanned the 
tree line as if for the first time. The forest was a veil for unseen horrors. 
She could smell them now: a rank, metallic odor mixed with damp earth 
and something else… something acrid, like burnt pitch. 

From the deep woods, the guttural chanting grew louder, punctuated by 
the rhythmic thud of something heavy striking the earth. There was a 
discipline to it, a chilling purpose. 

"They're coming!" Aeron’s youngest shrieked from his vantage point. He 
pointed a trembling finger towards the north-east path, where shadowy 
figures, small and hunched, moving with unnerving speed, began to 
emerge from the gloom. Their eyes gleamed like malevolent embers in 
the torchlight. 

The first volley of fletched arrows clattered against the timber walls. One 
thudded into the thick oak door of a cabin, quivering. 

"Hold the line!" Aeron bellowed from the cooperage loft, loosing an arrow 
that found its mark with a wet thwack, sending one of the advancing 
goblins tumbling. His sons, shakier, loosed their own. 

The goblins moved with a pack-like coordination, carrying rough-hewn 
shields of wood and hide, brandishing short, wicked-looking blades that 
glinted darkly.  



Old Herb finally got the signal pyre to catch, flames licking upwards. It 
was a beacon of hope, but a target for their tormentors. 

They probed the hastily erected barricade testing for weaknesses, their 
movements disconcertingly coordinated. Some carried burning brands, 
clearly intending to set the wooden structures ablaze. 

A goblin adorned with crude bone fetishes pointed a clawed finger 
towards the cabin where a child was crying, barked a series of harsh 
commands, and a squad of its brethren surged forward, ignoring the 
arrows from the loft. 

"Tomar! With me!" Marta cried, grabbing a pitchfork.  

The air filled with the acrid smoke of burning brands. One caught the 
thatched roof of the cooperage and flames began to spread upwards, 
forcing Aeron and his sons to abandon their crucial vantage point, 
coughing and blinking. 

"Water! Get water!" someone yelled, but the well was perilously close to 
the main goblin assault. 

Marta’s arm ached from the strain of wielding the pitchfork, and a 
sudden intense heat flared against her chest as if her heart was giving 
up.  

She clutched at her chest. The old iron key on her leather necklace, the 
one her grandfather had worn, a charm from the "Old Times" before 
Oakhaven was resettled, was growing warm, burning. She clutched at it 
through her tunic, gasping. It was an odd sensation, as if the metal itself 
was awakening. 

Through the swirling smoke and the chaotic din of battle, she saw it – 
or him. Astride a monstrous wolf sat a figure, draped in crudely stitched 
animal furs and adorned with yellowed bones and teeth. Its face was 
obscured by shadow and a grotesque mask fashioned from a wolf's 
skull. Its presence radiated a cold menace. It was directing the flow of 
the goblin attack, guiding the ravenous creatures with his bone 
pommeled staff.  

The ramshackle barricade of overturned carts and woodpiles groaned 
under a coordinated push from a score of goblins, grunting and snarling 
in a unified chorus of effort. With a sickening splintering crack, a section 



of it gave way. Goblins poured through the breach, flashing their wicked 
blades. 

"Hold them!" Tomar screamed, thrusting his spear into the chest of the 
first goblin through the gap, its tip piercing flesh, slipping through bone. It 
shrieked, a high-pitched, bird-like sound, and fell, but two more 
clambered over its body just as Tomar yanked his spear free, a gush of 
blood spraying over his boots. 

The fighting became a frantic close-quarters melee around the breach.  

Marta saw the spectral rider raise its staff. A low, guttural chant 
emanated from it, a sound vibrated in her teeth. The air around the 
broken barricade shimmered, the splintered wood seemed to writhe, 
broken ends twisting and straining as if under an unseen pressure. 
Another section of the barricade buckled inwards with a deafening crack, 
as if struck by an invisible fist. Dark sorcery. 

The key on her chest pulsed with heat, almost searing now. Instinctively, 
she pressed her hand against it, her eyes fixed on the robed figure. For 
a fleeting moment through the chaos a pressure, a subtle resistance 
pushed back against the malevolent force that had buckled their 
defenses.  

Grandfather, she thought. What did you leave us? 

The goblins, emboldened by the breach and the dark magic of their 
leader, pressed their advantage, their eyes gleaming with bloodlust.  

 

*** 

 

Elenya ran. The forest, usually a familiar place of solace, had 
transformed into a labyrinth of grasping branches and menacing 
shadows. Each snap of a twig underfoot sounded like a thunderclap in 
her ears, convinced it would draw the attention of the horrors she fled. 

Her lungs burned, her breath coming in ragged gasps. The cold night air 
seared her throat. Behind her, the sounds of Oakhaven were a fading 
torment fueling her desperate pace. 



The path to Lastwall was not a true road, barely more than a game trail, 
sometimes disappearing altogether under fallen leaves and tangled 
undergrowth. She stumbled, catching herself on a low-hanging branch 
that tore at her sleeve and drew blood. A whimper escaped her lips, but 
she bit it back, scrambling to her feet. They're counting on me. Mother. 
Father. Little Tim. 

The moon offered little guidance through the dense canopy. She relied 
on instinct, on the faint memory of trips to Lastwall with her father. But 
fear muddled her senses. Was that the right turn by the old 
lightning-struck oak? Or was it the one further on, by the shallow 
stream? 

A hoot owl called nearby, and she nearly screamed.  

The forest floor sloped downwards towards the Blackwood Creek, a 
swift, cold stream that had to be crossed. A rickety footbridge stood 
further upstream, but it would add precious time to her journey. The 
direct route meant wading through the icy water. She didn't hesitate. 

The shock of the cold water stole her breath. It swirled around her 
thighs, numbing her legs, the current trying to pull her off her feet. She 
grasped at submerged rocks, her fingers raw, her teeth chattering 
uncontrollably. Halfway across, her foot slipped on a moss-slick stone. 
She went under, the frigid water closing over her head, the roar of the 
creek filling her ears. Panic seized her. For a moment, she thrashed 
wildly, clawed her way back to the surface, gasping for air, and finally 
dragged herself onto the opposite bank, shivering and soaked to the 
bone. 

She lay there for a moment, coughing, every muscle screaming in 
protest. But she forced herself back to her feet. Lastwall. She had to 
reach Lastwall. Her village, her family, depended on it.  

Elenya’s legs were leaden, each step an agony. The soaking clothes 
clung to her, chilling her to the bone. Her mind, teetering on the edge of 
exhaustion, became a kaleidoscope of disconnected images. 

Her father, laughing, lifting her onto his shoulders as they walked this 
very path last spring. The scent of pine and damp earth. 

Her mother humming a lullaby by the hearth, hands tearing crunchy 
chunks off crusty golden loaves. 



Little Tim, beaming proud as he presented her with the crudely carved 
wooden house, small hands smudged with dirt. "For luck, Elenya," he’d 
said. "So you always find your way home." 

Home. The word was a fresh stab of pain. Was there even a home to 
return to? 

She stumbled again, her knee cracking against a hidden root. Sobs, raw 
and uncontrolled, finally broke from her. She pressed her forehead 
against the rough bark of an oak, tears mingling with the grime on her 
face. I can't. I just can't anymore. 

But then, through a break in the trees, a faint, flickering light. A steady, 
distant pinprick. And then another. Lights. 

Lastwall. 

She broke from the tree line, her breath rasping, and saw the dark 
silhouette of the town’s palisade against the star-dusted sky. It was a 
collection of sturdy wooden walls and a few watchtowers encircling a 
small town of maybe a thousand souls, but to Elenya, it looked like the 
strongest bastion in the world. 

She staggered across the last stretch of open ground, a dark, shivering 
figure emerging from the black maw of the forest. The main gate, a 
heavy timber construction, was closed. A single torch sputtered on a 
bracket beside it, casting long, dancing shadows. On the narrow 
walkway atop the palisade, a lone figure leaned on a spear, huddled in 
dark robes against the faint moonlight. The sentinel. 

"Help!" Elenya cried, her voice a hoarse croak, barely audible above the 
sighing wind. "Open the gate! Please! Oakhaven… Goblins!" 

She stumbled, falling to her knees a dozen paces from the gate, her 
strength deserting her. The lone sentinel straightened, peering down into 
the darkness, his voice sharp with alarm. 

"What in the blazes? Who goes there?" 

 



Chapter 2: The Sounding of the Horn 

In the muddy palisaded town of Lastwall, Knight Ronigren of House 
Varden stared into the dregs of his watered ale. The common room of 
'The Weary Axe' enveloped him in its usual tableau of off-duty soldiers, 
tired merchants and local trappers filling the air with smoke and the 
drone of oft-told tales. 

He was twenty-four, yet a cynicism older than his years had settled upon 
him. Bright ideals of chivalry and valor, lauded in the stories he’d 
devoured as a boy in his father’s modest keep, had been dulled by the 
grit and grime of frontier service. The oblivious softness of the southern 
nobility grated him in the letters from his younger siblings, concerned 
with courtly dances and advantageous marriages. Here life was stark, 
stripped to essentials. Yet, even here he could feel a suffocating inertia. 
He wanted to matter, to be part of something larger than chasing 
poachers or mediating squabbles over stray sheep. 

His sergeant, a grizzled veteran named Borin, clapped a heavy hand on 
his shoulder. "Lost in thought again, Sir Knight? Dreaming of silk sheets 
and spiced wine?" 

Ronigren managed a thin smile. "Just the wind, Borin. Sounds angrier 
than usual tonight. Besides, they usually spice only foul wines, and silk is 
not nearly warm enough for this fine northern weather." 

The wind howled indeed, carrying with it a sense of unease even the 
hardened soldiers felt, though none would voice it. They were the shield 
of Argren's northern flank, but a shield that had grown tarnished with 
disuse, its bearers more accustomed to polishing than parrying. 

As the darkness grew stiller the last few patrons stumbled home braced 
in fur, and the soldiers returned to the barracks, the memory of the brief 
northern summer fading below their hefty blankets. 

The sentinel’s shout, "Man the gate! Rider approaching… No, a runner! 
Fetch the Sergeant-at-Arms!" echoed through the pre-dawn stillness. 
Lights began to flicker in the windows. Doors creaked open, sleepy, 
startled faces peered out. 

Ronigren was still awake, the uneasy wind keeping him from any deep 
slumber.  He grabbed his sword belt and was out the door as Sergeant 
Borin, already half-dressed and buckling his own gear, bellowed orders. 



"You lot, get to the gate! Torches! Kallen, find Sir Ronigren!" 

"Here, Borin!" Ronigren called, striding towards the gatehouse.  

They found the girl where she had collapsed, a huddled, shivering 
wreck.  

Two guards were lifting her. Her clothes were torn and soaked, face 
smudged with dirt and tears. She must have been no older than his 
youngest sister, and a pang of something fierce and protective shot 
through him. 

"Easy, lads," Borin rumbled, his usual gruffness softened by the sight of 
the girl's pitiable state. "Get her inside. Someone fetch warm blankets 
and broth." 

Ronigren knelt beside her. "Child, what happened? Where are you 
from?" His voice was even gentler than he intended. 

Elenya’s teeth chattered, but she managed to gasp, "Oakhaven… 
Goblins… hundreds… they’re… they’re killing everyone…" Her voice 
cracked, and she dissolved into wracking sobs. 

"Goblins?" Borin repeated, his brow furrowing. Most of the soldiers 
present had heard the tales, dismissed them as folklore. But the terror in 
the girl’s eyes was no legend.  

A cold knot of dread coiled in his chest, true, but beneath it, a faint guilty 
thrill rose. Goblins. Creatures of nightmare, of legend. The prospect of 
facing an unambiguous evil, however terrifying, stirred something primal 
within him, something he hadn’t felt since he was a boy dreaming of 
knightly quests. 

He exchanged a grim look with Borin, pushing the unsettling thought 
aside. "How long ago?" 

"Ran all night" Elenya managed, her gaze fixing on Ronigren’s insignia 
– the worn silver hawk of House Varden – a faint glimmer of hope in her 
eyes. "The signal pyre… Marta… they were fighting…" 

He did a quick calculation. Oakhaven was an almost two-hour ride if you 
knew the trails well and your horse was fresh. If she ran all night, the 
attack could have started four, five hours ago? Time was desperately 
short. 



"Borin," Ronigren said, his voice tight with urgency, "Sound the muster. I 
want every able-bodied man ready to ride in twenty minutes. Lightest 
possible marching order. We move fast." 

He saw the hesitation in Borin’s eyes. But the raw terror in the girl's 
report, and his noble rank, however minor, gave his command weight. 
Besides, he wasn't asking, he was ordering. 

"Aye, Sir Knight," Borin nodded, then turned and bellowed, 
"HORNBLOWER! SOUND THE ALARM! FULL MUSTER! MOVE, YOU 
DOGS, MOVE!" 

The blaring cry of the garrison horn pierced through the pre-dawn gloom, 
a sound rarely heard, a sound that spoke of immediate peril. Lights 
flared across the town. Men scrambled from their bunks, cursing, 
fumbling for weapons and armor. The clang of steel, the shouting of 
corporals, the whinnying of horses shattered the peaceful silence. 

Ronigren tried to get more from Elenya, though he thought pressing her 
too hard in her current state could be fruitless. "How many? What kind of 
weapons did they have?" 

"So many…" she whispered, shivering violently despite the blanket now 
draped around her. "Sharp. Shiny. Like wicked teeth… And a… a rider… 
on a big wolf” She pointed a trembling finger towards the forest. "They 
came from the deep woods… the Old North Trail…" 

A rider on a wolf. That detail sent a fresh chill down Ronigren’s spine. 
This wasn't just a rabble of feral creatures. This suggested leadership, 
perhaps even something… unnatural. The Chained Races. The term, 
almost academic in its historical context, now felt visceral and 
immediate. His earlier, boyish thrill at the thought of goblins curdled. This 
was no fireside tale. 

Soldiers assembled in the muddy central square of Lastwall, their faces 
still bleary with sleep but their movements hastened by apprehension 
and a grim eagerness. Elenya’s fragmented, terrified words, passed from 
man to man, casting a pall over the usual pre-action bravado. 

"Sir Ronigren," Borin saluted crisply, "forty mounted men ready, sir. 
Mostly light horse, a few of the heavier lads. Best we can do on short 
notice if we want speed." 



Forty men. Oakhaven had maybe sixty souls. If Elenya’s account of 
"hundreds" was even remotely accurate, they were riding into a 
slaughterhouse. But they had to try. Duty demanded it. And the image of 
the small, terrified girl burned in his mind. 

"A small contingent will remain to guard Lastwall, Borin. You take 
command here. I'll lead the relief force." Ronigren knew it was his place. 
He was the ranking knight present. "Pack half a dozen horses with extra 
arrows, basic medical supplies. We travel light and fast. No baggage 
train. Myanaa, send your ravens to Captain Eghel in Woodhall." 

"Understood, sir. Theron is bringing your destrier." Borin’s weathered 
face was lined with worry. "May the gods ride with you, sir." 

Ronigren nodded, strapping on his helmet. He glanced back at Elenya, 
who was now being tended to by the cook’s wife. The girl’s haunted eyes 
met his in a silent plea. 

We're coming, he thought, a surge of resolve, and that faint, disquieting 
echo of battlefield anticipation hardening his features. He turned to the 
assembled men, his voice ringing out in the torchlight. "Men of Lastwall! 
Oakhaven is under attack by forces unknown, but numerous. We ride to 
their aid. There's no time for speeches. We ride to save who we can, and 
to answer this aggression with Argrenian steel! Mount up!" 

A ragged cheer went up. Horses snorted and stamped, eager for the 
release of movement. Ronigren swung himself onto his warhorse, a 
sturdy grey named Stormchaser. 

"For Argren! For the King! Forward!" 

With a clatter of hooves and a jingle of mail, the relief force surged out of 
Lastwall’s gate, a trickle of armored hope vanishing into the fading 
darkness, racing against a dawn that threatened to reveal only 
desolation.  

The ride to Oakhaven was a frantic, jarring passage through a world 
shrinking into the oppressive darkness beyond their torchlight. Ronigren 
pushed Stormchaser hard, fast scouts ahead of him, the forty riders 
strung out trailing him in a column of two, the narrow overgrown trail 
dictating their formation. The forest, usually a backdrop to their patrols, 
pressed on them like an active antagonist. Ancient trees, branches like 
grasping claws, loomed out of the night, seeming to press in on them. 



The undergrowth was thick, rustling with unseen things, each sound a 
potential ambush. 

"Close ranks!" Ronigren called back, his voice sharp. "Keep your eyes 
on the treeline!" 

Even the veterans, men like Corporal Gregan who’d served twenty years 
on the frontier and boasted of scars from a dozen skirmishes, rode with 
a nervous tightness around their mouths. "Never seen the like. Goblins 
in force? Not in my lifetime. Not since the tales of the War." Gregan said 
to the man beside him, young Halsted, whose face was pale in the 
flickering torchlight. 

"The War of Solitude?" Halsted shot back, the name itself a legend. 

Gregan spat. "Aye. Before your grandpa was even born, lad. Best hope 
these ain't the same kind." 

The only sources of reliable light, apart from the sputtering torches, were 
the faint, ethereal glimmers conjured by Earlant, a quiet, unassuming 
man, one of the few in Argren’s military with even a minor talent for the 
Weave. Tonight he coaxed small drifting cloudlets of faerie-light into 
existence, pale green and blue, that hovered around the column. They 
didn't dispel the oppressive gloom entirely, but offered fleeting glimpses 
of the path ahead, revealing treacherous roots or sudden dips in the 
terrain and perhaps providing a moment's warning if something 
monstrous lurked beyond. Still, these faint lights seemed to only 
emphasize the vastness of the darkness pressing in. 

The mood of the men was brittle, a taut wire humming with nervous 
energy. The forest path, little more than a deer track in places, seemed 
to actively resist their passage. Low-hanging branches snagged at 
cloaks and helmets, forcing riders to duck and weave. The ground, soft 
from recent rains, sucked at hooves, slowing their pace despite 
Ronigren’s urging. Silence fell, broken only by the jingle of harness, the 
snorting of horses, and the labored breathing of men. The usual 
nocturnal sounds of the forest were eerily absent, as if the land itself 
held its breath. 

A prickle of unease ran under Ronigren’s skin. A palpable sense of 
malice hung in the air, a wrongness that went deeper than the threat of 
ambush. 



Once, a deer, startled by their approach, crashed through the 
undergrowth nearby. Swords were half-drawn, men tensed, before the 
creature bounded away. The collective sigh of relief was audible. 

"Steady!" Ronigren commanded, his heart hammering against his ribs. 

They forded the Blackwood Creek, the water dark and swift in the 
pre-dawn light. Elenya must have waded through this, Ronigren thought, 
a fresh wave of admiration for the girl's courage mixing with his weary 
determination. The air grew colder, damper. They were getting closer. 

Finn, by far the best tracker in Lastwall, rode slightly ahead. He reined 
in, holding up a hand. Ronigren urged Stormchaser forward. 

"What is it, Finn?" 

Finn pointed to the ground: tracks. Dozens of them. Small, clawed 
footprints, pressed deep into the mud. Too many to count in the gloom. 
And alongside them, the massive paw prints of what could only be a 
wolf, far larger than any natural beast of the region. 

"Gods preserve us," Halsted breathed from behind Ronigren. 

"They passed this way, Sir Knight," Finn said, his voice low. "And 
recently. The mud is still settling in some of the prints." He looked up, his 
eyes grim. "There's a scent on the air, too. Like… burnt meat, and 
something else. Something foul." 

Ronigren nodded, his jaw tight. The scent of battle. And death. "How 
much further to Oakhaven?" 

"Half a league, maybe less, through the thicket ahead. The smell of 
smoke grows stronger. We'll see the glow of their signal pyre soon.” 

If it was still burning.  

Ronigren looked at his men. Their faces were etched with fatigue and 
apprehension, but their eyes held a spark of resolve. They were Argren’s 
shield, however small, however remote. 

"Torches out, except for Earlant’s lights," Ronigren commanded. "We 
approach quietly. Finn, you take point. If Oakhaven is still fighting, we hit 
them from the flank. If not… we see what justice we can deliver." 



He drew his sword, the rasp of steel loud in the sudden hush. The men 
followed suit. The faint, ethereal lights of Earlant’s magic danced ahead, 
leading them into the final, terrible stretch of their journey, towards a 
dawn that promised no comfort. 

 



Chapter 3: The Silence of Ash and Bone 

The last half-league to Oakhaven was a journey through a deepening 
miasma of dread. The foul scent Finn had detected grew stronger, a 
sickening amalgam of burnt wood, something coppery and an underlying 
fetid musk of unnatural creatures. Earlant’s lights, pale green and blue, 
seemed to dim and flicker as they drew closer, as if the very air was 
inimical to their subtle magic. 

Finn led the way. Ronigren and the rest of the troop followed, leading 
their horses, the soft earth muffling their advance. An oppressive silence 
hung over the small clearing where the village nestled as dawn tinged 
the waking forest in crimson and copper hues. 

They reached the edge of the treeline overlooking Oakhaven. Ronigren 
signaled a halt. Finn, gnawing on a small, gnarled root he’d pulled from 
his pouch – a trick deep woodsmen used to sharpen their senses for a 
short time – crept forward to the very edge of the shadows, peering 
intently. 

"Sir Knight," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "It’s… strange." 

"What do you see, Finn?" Ronigren pressed, keeping his voice low. 

"The village is mostly cinders. The cabins, the cooperage all burned to 
the ground. I see bodies… what's left of them. Not many. Some 
half-buried in the ash." His voice faltered for a moment. "The signal pyre 
is just a smoking heap." 

A cold knot tightened in Ronigren’s stomach. 

"The goblins?" 

Finn nodded slowly. "They're still there. They’re focused. About two 
dozen of them around the old meeting hall – that one stone building near 
the stream. It’s the only structure still standing, apart from some outlying 
sheds." 

"The old hall?" Ronigren frowned. He vaguely recalled it from previous 
patrols: a relic from a much older settlement, built of sturdy river stone 
with high, narrow windows on the upper story and a heavy, iron-banded 
oak door. Most villagers had considered it damp and unlucky, and left it 
unoccupied. "What are they doing there?" 



"They're agitated. Shrieking at each other in that gods-awful tongue of 
theirs. Grey-skinned, bulging eyes, just like the old tales. Their gear is 
crude, all mismatched leather and sharpened bone. They’re trying to get 
into the hall, but those high windows are shuttered tight with oak." 

Ronigren processed this, dread settling in his gut. "Are there any signs 
of villagers inside the hall?" 

Finn shook his head. "Can't tell for sure from here, sir. I’ve neither seen 
nor heard signs of them. And the goblins – they’re not acting like they're 
fighting anyone inside. More like they're trying to get at something." He 
paused, then added, his voice dropping further, "And there’s more of 
them, Sir Knight. Just beyond the village, to the north, deeper in the 
woods. I saw movement, dozens more. They're building something. 
Looks like a ram, or some kind of catapult. They’re not just a raiding 
party.” 

"The rider on the wolf Elenya mentioned?" Ronigren asked. 

Finn scanned the scene again. "Don't see him. But the tracks we saw led 
this way. He was here." 

Forty men against what sounded like a significantly larger, organized 
goblin force, potentially led by a sorcerous entity Elenya had glimpsed. 
Charging in would be suicide, and likely achieve nothing if the villagers 
were already lost. But they couldn't just leave. 

"Earlant," Ronigren whispered. "Can you get a sense of anything from 
the hall? Any life? Any magic?" 

The squad mage closed his eyes, his brow furrowed in concentration. A 
faint hum rose and fell around him. After a moment, he shook his head. 
"The air here is thick, sir. Like a shroud. There's a lingering echo of fear, 
immense pain from the village itself. But the hall… it’s strangely quiet to 
the Weave. Shielded, perhaps, or just inert. I don't sense life from this 
distance, but I can't rule it out entirely. There’s an old, dormant energy 
about the stones themselves, though. Very old." 

Why this lingering, obsessive attention on the hall? This was more than 
a random massacre. Oakhaven, or rather something within it, had been 
specifically targeted. 



"Corporal Gregan," Ronigren said softly. "Take Halsted and two others. 
Circle wide to the west, try to get a better count of the goblins in the 
woods. See what they're building. Avoid contact. Report back as soon as 
you can." 

Gregan nodded and melted into the undergrowth with his chosen men. 

Ronigren turned back to Finn. "The goblins by the hall. Are they 
watchful, or focused on the building?" 

"They’re damn focused, sir. But there’s a few sentries patrolling the 
perimeter.” 

An idea began to form. If they could draw off the goblins at the hall, 
create a diversion… but for what purpose? What if the hall itself was a 
trap? 

"We need to know what's in that hall," Ronigren murmured. "And we 
need to ascertain the fate of Oakhaven's people, if any trace remains." 
He looked at the tense faces of his soldiers. They were outnumbered, 
facing an enemy they didn't understand. But they were here. 

And duty, cold and unyielding, still held its claim. 

The silence from the village was broken by a frustrated shriek from one 
of the goblins at the hall door, followed by a renewed flurry of blows 
against the ancient oak. Whatever they sought, they were growing 
impatient. 

The minutes stretched. Ronigren kept his men crouching low, hidden 
within the treeline, eyes fixed on the smoldering ruins of Oakhaven and 
the agitated goblins clustered around the hall. The pale light of dawn 
was strengthening, chasing away the last vestiges of night, and with it, 
their cover of darkness. 

Corporal Gregan materialized from the undergrowth to their west, 
moving with the quiet efficiency of a seasoned ranger despite his bulk. 
Young Halsted and the other two scouts were close behind. 

"Sir Knight," Gregan reported, his voice a low rumble. "The woods to the 
north are crawling with them vermin. I'd say at least another fifty, maybe 
sixty. They're working their green arses off." 



"Working on what?" Ronigren pressed. 

"Felling trees, sir. They're building ladders out of ‘em, half a dozen 
already near complete. And they've almost finished a ram – a big one, 
from a pine trunk, covered with what looks like scavenged iron." 

Halsted, still catching his breath, added, "And the rider, sir… the one the 
girl spoke of. We saw him. Or… it." 

Ronigren’s attention sharpened. "Describe him." 

"Taller than the other goblins," Gregan took over, "draped in furs and 
bone, like Finn said. Riding that massive scarred wolf. He was 
overseeing the ram. We saw him… anointing it. Smearing some kind of 
thick, black, viscous stuff onto its head with his bare hands." 

"And," Halsted chimed in, his eyes wide, "he was carving symbols into 
the wood with a bone knife. Glyphs. They glowed faintly for a moment 
after he drew them, a sickly green light." 

A cold dread settled in his gut.  

He had to think fast. The goblins were clearly preparing for a determined 
assault on the stone hall. Whatever was inside, the enemy wanted it 
badly. And if they brought that enchanted ram to bear against the ancient 
door, it likely wouldn't hold for long. 

Their strengths: speed, surprise, and the shock value of a mounted 
charge against infantry likely unaccustomed to facing cavalry. Their 
weaknesses: numbers, lack of heavy armor for a sustained fight, and no 
real counter to the enemy's apparent magic. 

A plan began to coalesce in Ronigren’s mind. It was a gamble, relying on 
precision and the goblins' disarray when faced with an unexpected 
attack. 

"Alright," Ronigren said, his voice low but firm, drawing his officers – 
Finn, Earlant, and Gregan – closer. "Here's what we do. We can't fight 
their main force in the woods, not yet. But we might be able to disrupt 
their assault on the hall, buy some time, and perhaps discover what 
they're so desperate to get at." 



He looked at each of them in turn. "Our horses are our advantage. We 
hit them hard and fast, where they're concentrated: at the hall. We create 
chaos, break their immediate focus." 

"A direct charge, sir?" Gregan asked, "Against those numbers, even at 
the hall?" 

"Not a sustained engagement," Ronigren clarified. "A shock assault. We 
ride through them, cut down as many as we can around the hall, then 
wheel and withdraw before their reinforcements from the woods can 
engage us properly. The primary objective is to scatter the group at the 
hall, break their siege. Secondarily, if an opportunity presents itself, one 
or two of us might try to get a look inside that hall, see if there are any 
signs of survivors." 

It was a classic cavalry tactic: the swift, brutal disruption. But against an 
unknown enemy, it was also incredibly risky. 

"Finn," Ronigren continued, "you know these woods best. You and three 
men will remain here, dismounted. Provide covering fire with bows if you 
can. If we're forced to retreat in disarray, you create a diversion, draw 
some of them off. Your safety is paramount; do not engage directly 
unless absolutely necessary." 

"Earlant," Ronigren turned to the mage. "Cast something to sow 
confusion among them as we charge… illusions, flashes of light. 
Anything to magnify the shock." 

Earlant considered for a moment. "I can create phantom sounds, sir. War 
cries from multiple directions, perhaps flashes of disorienting light just as 
we hit their lines. It won't last long, and it won't cause physical harm, but 
it might add to their panic." 

"Good. Every little helps." Ronigren looked at Gregan. "Corporal, you'll 
ride with me on the right flank. Keep the men tight. We cut a swathe, 
then pull back towards the south-eastern trail. It offers the best chance 
for a fighting withdrawal if necessary." 

He took a deep breath. "This is dangerous. We're outnumbered. But if 
there are Argren folk alive in that hall, we can't stand by and do nothing. 
We strike, we see, we survive to report. Are there any questions?" 



The men were silent. They understood the risks. They also understood 
the alternative: abandoning Oakhaven and its secrets to this monstrous 
force. 

"Mount up," Ronigren commanded, his voice now ringing with a forced 
confidence he didn't entirely feel. "We ride on my signal. May the gods of 
battle favor the bold." 

As the men quietly moved to their horses, the first true rays of the sun 
broke over the treetops, bathing the ruined village in a stark, unforgiving 
light. Ronigren drew his sword, its familiar weight a small comfort in the 
face of the unknown.  



Chapter 4: The Thunder of Hooves 

Myanaa stood apart, coppery curls undone, shielding a nervously pacing 
bird on her glove. Practitioners of her ancient art, often called 
"Whisper-Kin", were rare, yet invaluable on the frontier. 

She gently stroked the sleek black feathers of the raven perched on her 
gloved wrist, murmuring to it in a low, sibilant language that seemed to 
mimic the rustling of leaves. Two more ravens sat patiently on a nearby 
branch. 

With a gentle tilt of her head three birds launched into the air, cawing 
once before winging their way south-east, dark specks against the 
brightening sky. 

She turned to Ronigren, her gaze calm despite the surrounding tension. 
"The new message is sent, Sir Knight. But the forest… it grieves. There 
is a deep wrongness here." 

Ronigren nodded. "We will do what we can to right it, Myanaa. Or at 
least, to understand it." 

He turned, looked at his men, nodded and raised his sword. 

Forty warhorses, trained for the shock of impact, burst from the treeline 
as one, thundering across the grass towards the smoldering ruins of 
Oakhaven. The ground trembled. The air split with a terrifying eruption of 
sound – the roar of men, the shriek of horses, and the deep, guttural war 
cries Ronigren’s soldiers unleashed, a primal wave of fury. 

The goblins’s heads snapped up, bulging eyes wide with disbelief, terror, 
as the wave of steel and horseflesh bore down on them. For a heartbeat, 
they froze, a tableau of grotesque figures silhouetted against ancient 
stone. 

Earlant’s magic struck. Spectral war horns blared from the woods to their 
flanks, ghostly shouts echoed from behind them, and dazzling, 
disorienting flashes of emerald and violet light pulsed through the air, 
momentarily blinding and confusing the goblins. Their already agitated 
shrieks turned to howls of panic. 

Ronigren, Stormchaser thundering beneath him, led the charge, his 
sword a silver glint in the morning sun. He aimed for the thickest 



concentration of goblins near the hall's entrance. The world narrowed to 
a terrifying, exhilarating blur of speed and violence. He saw a goblin 
raise a spear, its face a mask of hate, and leaned low, his shield 
deflecting the thrust, his own blade cleaving downwards in a brutal arc. 

Horses smashed into the goblin line, sending bodies flying like broken 
dolls. Swords rose and fell, finding flesh and bone. Lances punched 
through ragged leather armor. 

Ronigren was a blur of motion, his arm aching from the repeated 
impacts, his senses overwhelmed by the stench of goblin blood, the 
screams of the dying, the clang of steel on steel. Corporal Gregan was 
beside him, weathered face taut in a grimace of effort, his heavy cavalry 
axe rising and falling with precise brutality. 

The goblins, stunned, attempted a resistance. Short, wicked blades 
flashed, trying to hamstring the horses or pull riders down. A thrown 
hatchet glanced off Ronigren’s helmet, sending a jarring shock down his 
spine. Young Halsted impaled a goblin on his spear, only to cry out 
moments later as another, darting low, thrust a barbed dagger deep into 
his thigh. Halsted swayed in his saddle, his face paling, before Gregan’s 
axe slaughtered his attacker. 

A veteran named Torvin screamed as a goblin’s hooked blade tore his 
arm from shoulder to elbow. A third man was unhorsed, disappearing 
beneath a pile of snarling creatures, only to be dragged clear by a 
comrade who hacked a path to him. 

But the sheer momentum and ferocity of the cavalry charge, amplified by 
Earlant’s illusions, overwhelmed the goblins’ resolve. Their attempts at a 
defensive line shattered. They broke, shrieking in terror, most of them 
scrambling back towards the dubious safety of the woods. They left 
behind nearly a dozen of their dead and several more wounded, 
twitching and moaning on the blood-soaked ground. 

The charge had lasted less than two minutes, a brutal, lightning-fast 
deluge of violence. As quickly as it began, Ronigren signaled the wheel. 
"Back! To the south trail! Form up!" 

His men, breathing heavily, faces splattered with mud and gore, began 
to pull back, their horses lathered and wild-eyed. The immediate threat 
around the hall was neutralized, but the woods to the north were now 



stirring, angry shouts and the deeper bellow of what might be a war horn 
echoing from within. 

As the last of Ronigren’s riders began to disengage, a sound cut through 
the din. A scraping, grating noise. From the stone hall. 

The heavy, iron-banded oak door, the one the goblins had been so 
desperately trying to breach, was creaking open. 

Ronigren reined in Stormchaser, his heart pounding. His men, seeing his 
halt, turned back towards the hall, their weapons still drawn. Exhaustion, 
triumph, and renewed apprehension rippled through them. 

All eyes fixed on the dark opening appearing in the ancient stone wall. 

The heavy oak door of the ancient hall groaned open, revealing deeper 
darkness within. For a moment, nothing stirred. Ronigren’s men held 
their breath. 

A figure emerged. Cloaked in soot-stained rags, a girl no older than 
thirteen, her face smudged, her eyes wide and fearful. She clutched a 
wooden doll. Behind her, another followed, then another – a woman, her 
arm bound in a makeshift sling, her face pale but resolute. And then 
more, a trickle at first, then a hesitant stream: the survivors of Oakhaven. 

Perhaps twenty of them in all, covered in wounds and woodsmoke, their 
clothes torn and bloodied. a mix of women, children, and a few elderly 
men, blinking in the nascent daylight, a dawning, fragile hope blooming 
in their eyes as they saw the Argrenian soldiers. 

A profound relief surged in him, quickly followed by the stark realization 
of his new predicament. He had survivors. Wounded survivors. And a 
significantly larger goblin force, now undoubtedly enraged and 
regrouping, was just beyond the treeline. 

He dismounted, signaling his men to do likewise, though they kept their 
horses close. "Hold your positions! Watch the woods!" he commanded, 
then strode towards the emerging villagers. 

"Are you all that's left?" he asked the woman with the sling, his voice 
gentle. 



She nodded, tears welling in her eyes. "Marta… Old Marta got us in 
here. Said the stones would protect us. They tried to burn the door, but 
it’s too thick…" Her voice broke. 

"We saw," Ronigren said grimly. "Are you fit to travel?" 

The woman shook her head, gesturing to the others. "Some… maybe. 
But many are hurt. Old Herb… he fought bravely, but his leg… And little 
Vana… she took a bad hit to the head." 

Ronigren’s gaze swept over the small, battered group. Escorting them 
back to Lastwall, a rough ride even for fit soldiers, was out of the 
question. Not with the goblins regrouping, and not with so many 
wounded. They’d be picked off before they made it a league. 

His eyes fell on the stone hall. It was their only defensible position. 

"Everyone inside!" he ordered. "Bring the wounded. We make our stand 
here." 

There were murmurs of agreement from his men, but also anxious 
glances towards the northern woods. Corporal Gregan, his axe still 
dripping, was already helping a limping man towards the hall. Young 
Halsted, despite the blood now soaking his thigh, gritted his teeth and 
waved off assistance, hobbling towards the doorway. 

As the last of the villagers and his own wounded – Halsted, Torvin with 
his slashed arm, and a third man, Davin, who’d been unhorsed and 
badly bruised – were helped inside, Ronigren paused at the threshold. 
The sun was now fully above the horizon, casting long shadows across 
the despoiled village. 

He looked back at the treeline. The goblins were quiet now, too quiet. 
They would be assessing, regrouping. The shaman, with his enchanted 
ram and ladders, would not be easily deterred. Ronigren hoped their 
sudden violent charge had given them pause, made them unsure of the 
true strength and nature of the force they faced. Perhaps it would buy 
them some time. 

Inside, the hall was cavernous and gloomy, the air cool and smelling of 
damp stone and ancient dust. The windows, shuttered with thick oak, let 
in only a hint of light. Soldiers and villagers mingled in the dark, a shared 
community of fear and brittle hope. Myanaa and Earlant were already 



tending to the wounded, their subtle magics offering what comfort and 
aid they could. 

Ronigren began to organize the defense, posting men at the few viable 
arrow slits, instructing others to reinforce the heavy door with salvaged 
timbers from the ruined village. They had water from the stream that ran 
near the hall, and some meager rations from their saddlebags, 
supplemented by whatever the villagers had managed to bring with 
them. It wasn't much, but it would have to do. 

As he moved through the hall, assessing their situation, an old woman, 
her face a roadmap of wrinkles and soot, her eyes surprisingly sharp, 
approached him. It was Marta, the elder Elenya had spoken of. 

"Sir Knight," she said, her voice raspy but firm. "You have bought us 
time. But they will not give up." 

"We know, good woman," Ronigren replied. "We've sent for 
reinforcements, but they won't arrive before tomorrow, if then. We hold 
here." 

Marta grunted, her gaze unwavering. She held out her hand. In her palm 
lay an old, strangely shaped iron key, its surface unnaturally warm to the 
touch. "This belonged to my grandfather. He was one of the first to 
resettle Oakhaven after the the quiet times began. He said it was 
important to this place, to this hall. When the goblins attacked, when 
their leader… that thing on the wolf, began its dark work, this key… it 
grew hot. It responded in some way.” 

Ronigren looked at the key, then at Marta. 

"What do you know of this hall, ma’am?" Ronigren asked, his voice low. 
"And this key?" 

Marta’s eyes seemed to look past him, into the shadows of the ancient 
stones. "Only what the stories tell. That this hall is older than Oakhaven. 
Older than Argren, perhaps. That it guards something. Or waits for 
something." She closed her hand around the key. "And that this key… it 
might be the only thing that keeps the deepest darkness out. Or lets the 
right light in." 

A puzzling pronouncement, and his first instinct would normally have 
been to dismiss it entirely, yet Ronigren felt a shiver of unease, a 



certainty that the true battle for Oakhaven might not be fought with 
swords and arrows alone. 

The sun climbed higher, banishing the last of the night’s chill but doing 
little to dispel the oppressive atmosphere that clung to Oakhaven. Inside 
the ancient stone hall, a fragile sense of order began to emerge from the 
chaos. 

Under Ronigren’s direction, a perimeter was established. While a 
handful of soldiers manned the narrow arrow slits and peered from the 
high, shuttered windows, the able-bodied among the villagers and the 
less seriously wounded soldiers ventured cautiously outside. 

The immediate vicinity of the hall was a scene of carnage. The bodies of 
a dozen goblins lay where they had fallen, their grotesque forms already 
drawing flies. A grim-faced Gregan methodically checked them for any 
signs of life, dispatching the wounded with a cold efficiency that spoke of 
long, hard experience, veiling all but the lightest flinch as he delivered 
death. 

The task of fortification began in earnest. Teams of men, soldiers and 
villagers working side-by-side, began to salvage timbers from the 
wreckage of the burned cabins. They dragged charred beams, splintered 
planks, and even overturned carts to form a crude but functional 
barricade around the stone hall, extending perhaps twenty paces out. 
Others began to dig a shallow ditch just outside this new wooden wall, 
piling the earth inwards to create a low berm. 

The work was heavy, fueled by nervous energy and the unspoken 
understanding that their lives depended on it. Stories were shared in low 
voices as they worked. Villagers spoke of loved ones lost in the initial 
onslaught, voices choked with grief. Soldiers recounted the ferocity of 
the charge. Young Joric, a villager whose father had been cut down 
trying to defend their cabin, worked tirelessly alongside Torvin, the 
soldier whose arm Myanaa had skillfully bound. They didn't speak much, 
but a silent understanding passed between them, a bond forged in 
shared trauma. 

There were even moments of grim humor, the gallows wit of those facing 
death. Old Herb, his leg crudely splinted and propped up inside the hall, 
loudly complained that the goblins had ruined his prize-winning pumpkin 
patch, a declaration that drew a few weak smiles. 



Sergeant Borin would have grumbled about the unprofessionalism of 
digging trenches with hunting knives, but here, under Ronigren’s 
command, necessity was the only doctrine. 

Ronigren moved among them, offering encouragement, directing efforts, 
assessing their dwindling resources and the threat from the woods; 
guttural voices and the clank of hard labour promising an even more 
formidable challenge to come. He saw the fear in their eyes, but also a 
stubborn refusal to break. 

Myanaa, having tended to the worst of the injuries with her gifted touch 
and knowledge of healing herbs, now walked the perimeter of the new 
fortifications, her expression thoughtful. She occasionally stooped to 
touch the earth, or run her fingers over the bark of a salvaged timber, as 
if listening to secrets only she could hear. Earlant, his initial burst of 
magical exertion having left him pale, sat near the entrance of the hall, 
gaze fixed on the northern treeline beyond which the main goblin force 
lurked. 

Inside the hall, Marta sat with the children in the dim, echoing space. 
She told them old stories, not of goblins and monsters, but of brave 
knights and clever foxes, her voice a soothing balm against their fear. 
Yet, Ronigren noticed her gaze often drifted to the heavy iron key she 
still clutched, her fingers tracing its unfamiliar contours as if trying to 
decipher a forgotten language. 

He approached her during a brief lull in the frantic work. "Marta," he said 
quietly, "that key… you said this hall guards something. Or waits. Do the 
old stories give any hint as to what?" 

Marta looked up, her ancient eyes searching knowledge that seemed to 
stretch back generations. "The stories are fragmented, Sir Knight, like 
pottery shards. They speak of a time before Argren, when the earth itself 
held power. They say this hall was a… a fulcrum. A place of balance. 
And that the First Ones, those who came before even the elves and 
dwarves of common legend, left something here. A ward, perhaps. Or a 
weapon. Or maybe just a memory, too potent to be forgotten, too 
dangerous to be widely known." 

She held up the key. "My grandfather said this was passed down, from 
keeper to keeper. That it resonates with the hall’s purpose. He never 



knew what that purpose was, only that it was vital to keep the key safe, 
and close to this place." 

"Do you think the goblins know what's here?" Ronigren asked. 

"Perhaps not in detail," Marta mused. "But their master… the one who 
pulls their strings from the shadows… that one might. The Chained 
Races were once closer to the deep powers of the earth. They might 
sense things we have forgotten how to feel." 

Her words sent another shiver down Ronigren’s spine. He was a soldier, 
trained in tactics and steel. This talk of ancient powers and forgotten 
purposes was pulling him into depths he was ill-equipped to navigate. 

A shout from one of the lookouts on the hall’s upper level shattered the 
uneasy quiet. "Movement in the trees! North side! They’re coming!" 

The brief respite was over. Ronigren’s hand went to his sword hilt. The 
villagers and soldiers working on the palisade dropped their tools, 
scrambling for their weapons. The hastily constructed fortress, built of 
salvaged wood and desperate hope, was about to be tested. 

 
 



Chapter 5: The Raven's Shadow Over Kingstead 

While Ronigren and the beleaguered defenders of the old stone hall 
braced for the renewed goblin assault, three hundred miles to the south, 
in the sprawling capital of Argren, the morning was unfolding with its 
usual, measured pace. Kingstead, a city of seventy-five thousand souls, 
lay nestled in a wide river valley, its stone walls and slate-roofed 
buildings a statement of Argrenian stability. From the highest towers of 
the Royal Citadel, the city spread out like in a vast, intricate web: the 
bustling market squares already coming alive with vendors and 
shoppers, the winding cobbled streets echoing with the calls of 
merchants, the glint of the mighty River Argorn as it snaked its way 
towards the southern plains. The air, unlike the smoke-choked 
atmosphere of Oakhaven, was crisp and carried the scent of baking 
bread and distant woodsmoke from domestic hearths. 

 

Within the Citadel, in a tower that commanded a breathtaking, dizzying 
view of the city and the rolling hills beyond, Archmage Falazar was 
engaged in his morning ritual: attempting to coax a particularly stubborn 
strain of moonpetal to bloom out of season. His chambers were a 
chaotic assemblage of arcane paraphernalia and mundane comforts. 
Bookshelves overflowed with ancient tomes bound in cracked leather 
and scrolls sealed with wax of forgotten dynasties, teetering precariously 
beside half-eaten plates of honeyed figs. Strange, intricate astrolabes 
and celestial charts competed for space with chipped teacups and a 
collection of surprisingly whimsical carved wooden statuettes. 

 

Falazar himself, a figure who looked both timeless and impossibly 
ancient, hummed a jaunty, slightly off-key tune as he dripped a solution 
of what appeared to be dew collected from a spider's web onto the 
recalcitrant moonpetal. His silver hair, long and untamed, was currently 
held back from his face by a piece of knotted twine. His robes bore the 
faint scorch marks of a hundred forgotten experiments and the 
occasional jam stain. 

 



Beneath the eccentric exterior lay a mind as sharp as obsidian and a 
memory burdened by two centuries of Argren’s triumphs and, more 
pressingly, its near-catastrophic failures. His impatience with the 
short-sightedness of mortal men was a constant companion, tempered 
only by a deep, weary affection for the kingdom he had sworn to protect. 
His humor, often oblique and baffling to those around him, was one of 
his few releases from the crushing weight of knowing too much. 

 

"There, you stubborn little bloom," he muttered to the moonpetal. "Show 
some enthusiasm for the arcane arts, won't you? Or I shall be forced to 
introduce you to my grand-grand-grand-niece Mildred's singing. That'll 
make you curl up and die of sheer aesthetic offense." The moonpetal 
remained stubbornly closed. Falazar sighed dramatically. "Philistine." 

 

A sharp tapping at his high window broke his concentration. A raven, its 
black feathers ruffled from a long flight, clung to the narrow stone ledge. 
Its eyes held an unnatural intelligence, and Falazar felt the faint thrum of 
the magical bond that linked it to him. Hugin, one of his oldest 
messengers, usually tasked with observing the more volatile northern 
territories. 

 

Falazar’s whimsical expression vanished, replaced by a sharp focus. He 
unlatched the window, and Hugin hopped inside, landing on a stack of 
scrolls with a weary flutter. The bird carried no physical message. 

 

Closing his eyes, Falazar extended his consciousness, touching the 
raven's mind, accessing the torrent of images and emotions it carried. 
He saw it all through Hugin’s keen eyes: the desperate flight of a young 
girl through the night; a village overrun, goblins in terrifying numbers, a 
shadowy rider on a wolf. He saw the hasty mustering of a small relief 
force. Hugin had witnessed the girl’s arrival and the soldiers’ departure, 
but had left before any news of the expedition’s fate could be known, 
instinctively flying south with its dire tidings. 

 



Falazar’s breath hitched. The scrying stone’s earlier disturbance, the 
psychic interference – it all snapped into horrifying focus. Oakhaven. A 
pinprick on the map, a forgotten outpost. And now, apparently, the 
epicenter of a nightmare reborn. 

 

This was not the disorganized rabble of common goblin tribes. This bore 
the hallmarks of something far more sinister, something orchestrated, 
something with echoes of the War of Solitude. For a horrifying instant, he 
was no longer in his sun-drenched tower, but standing on the 
ash-choked fields of the Scablands, the smell of burning flesh in his 
nostrils and the screams of the dying in his ears. 

 

He straightened, the weight of centuries settling back onto his shoulders. 
The moonpetal, the carved birds and griffins, the half-eaten figs – all 
forgotten. The King had to be informed. The Council, with their endless 
debates about trade routes and petty noble squabbles, had to be shaken 
from their complacency. 

 

Striding from his chambers, Falazar moved through the polished 
corridors of the Citadel with a speed that would have surprised the 
guards more accustomed to his usually ambling pace. Sunlight streamed 
through arched windows, illuminating wall paintings and tapestries 
depicting heroic scenes from Argren’s history – battles won, monsters 
slain, treaties signed. How fragile it all seemed now, how vulnerable to 
the shadows stirring once more in the forgotten north. 

 

He found King Elric IV in the map room, a vast chamber dominated by a 
massive table upon which lay a detailed map of Argren and its 
surrounding territories. The King, a man in his early fifties with a kind 
face and eyes that already held the weary weight of his crown, was 
conferring with Lord Valerius, his pragmatic but unimaginative 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, about grain shipments from the southern 
provinces, whose ingratiating laugh was a sure sign of a lucrative deal 
being sought. 



 

"Your Majesty," Falazar said, his voice cutting through their discussion, 
devoid of its usual eccentric lilt, eyes flicking to Valerius for a moment in 
a side glance. "Forgive the intrusion, but I bring grave news from the 
north." 

 

King Elric looked up, a flicker of concern in his eyes at the Archmage’s 
uncharacteristic solemnity. "Falazar? What is it? Another dispute with the 
Stone-Hall Dwarves over mining rights?" 

 

Falazar shook his head, his gaze sweeping over the map, his finger 
coming to rest on the barely marked location of Oakhaven. "Far worse, 
Your Majesty. One of my ravens has just arrived. The village of 
Oakhaven has been attacked. Overrun by goblins." 

 

Lord Valerius scoffed. "Goblins? Archmage, surely you jest. A few stray 
creatures, perhaps. Easily dealt with by the local garrison." 

 

"The report, Chancellor," Falazar said, his voice icy, "speaks of 
hundreds. Led by a figure on a wolf, exhibiting signs of dark sorcery. The 
garrison at Lastwall, a mere forty men under a young knight’s command, 
rode out hours ago to investigate. Their fate is unknown." 

 

The jovial atmosphere in the map room evaporated. King Elric’s face 
paled. "Hundreds? Sorcery? Falazar, are you certain?" 

 

"The source is reliable, Your Majesty," Falazar affirmed. "The long peace 
has bred a dangerous complacency. The shadows of the War of Solitude 
are stirring. This is not a border skirmish. This is an invasion." 

 



The King stared at the map, at the tiny speck that was Oakhaven, 
looking small against the vast, cold expanse of the northern frontier 
pressing in on him. The raven’s shadow had fallen, and with it, the 
chilling prelude to a storm. 

 

  

 

*** 

 

  

 

The warning cry from the lookout galvanized the defenders of the stone 
hall. The brief peace shattered, replaced by the harsh clang of weapons 
being readied and the thud of heavy shutters being secured. Ronigren 
raced to the narrow slit window he’d designated as his command post, 
peering out at the northern treeline. 

 

They came with a chilling, deliberate advance. First, a wave of goblins, 
more numerous than Ronigren had initially estimated, perhaps seventy 
or eighty, emerged from the woods, carrying ladders, moving with a 
skittering, unnerving gait, bulging eyes fixed on the hall, their harsh, 
guttural war cries a discordant symphony of hate. 

 

Behind them, a larger group tore through the undergrowth, heaving the 
massive enchanted ram – its head still glistening with the shaman’s 
black unguent. 

 

The shaman himself appeared. Astride his monstrous, scarred wolf, the 
bone-adorned figure exuded an aura of palpable menace. He did not join 
the front ranks, but remained at the edge of the woods, his staff held 
aloft, a silent conductor orchestrating the coming storm of violence. 



 

"Archers, pick your targets!" Ronigren yelled, his voice cutting through 
the rising din. "Aim for the ones carrying the ram, and those ladders!” 

 

Arrows whizzed from the arrow slits and the upper windows of the hall. A 
few goblins shrieked and fell, clutching at shafts sprouting from their 
chests or legs. But most of the arrows clattered harmlessly off their 
crude hide shields or missed entirely, the range and the narrow firing 
apertures limiting their effectiveness. Finn, from his concealed position in 
the treeline to the west, loosed a carefully aimed shot at the shaman, but 
the wolf seemed to sense the danger, shifting at the last moment, the 
arrow skittering off its thick, matted fur. 

 

As the main goblin force advanced, a smaller, more agile group broke 
off, fanning out towards the newly erected palisade. They carried burning 
brands and what looked like clay pots filled with some flammable 
substance. 

 

"They're going to try and burn us out of the wooden defenses first!" 
Gregan roared, already directing a volley of arrows at the approaching 
fire-bearers. 

 

The assault began. 

 

*** 

While chaos erupted outside, a different kind of urgency compelled 
Marta. The iron key in her hand pulsed with a steady, insistent heat, not 
burning, but drawing her, pulling her towards a section of the hall’s floor 
that appeared no different from the rest of the ancient, moss-dappled 
stonework. The children she had been comforting were now huddled 
with the other women, their faces pale with fear as the sounds of the 
attack – the shrieks of goblins, the twang of bowstrings, the shouts of the 
Argrenian soldiers – filled the hall. 



 

"Marta, what are you doing?" one of the women whispered, seeing the 
old woman staring intently at the polished stone floor. 

 

Marta didn't answer. She was following an instinct older than memory, 
guided by the thrumming key. She reached out, pressing the key against 
a  stone that seemed to subtly shake at her touch. A faint click, almost 
inaudible amidst the din of battle, and a section of the floor, a heavy slab 
of stone disguised as part of the structure, grated inwards, revealing a 
dark opening. 

 

A hidden chamber. 

 

Hesitantly, Marta walked down through the opening, the key still clutched 
tightly. The air inside was cold, stale, and heavy with the scent of dust 
and something else… something metallic and ancient, like a 
long-forgotten forge. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she gasped. 

 

The chamber was larger than she expected, circular, the ceiling lost in 
shadow. And dominating the space were statues. Half a dozen of them, 
at least, standing in a silent circle, illuminated by the faint light filtering 
through from above. They were massive, easily twice the height of a 
man, fashioned from a composite of dark clay and rough-hewn stone, 
giving them an unsettlingly organic yet immensely strong appearance. 
Each clutched an oversized, ancient weapon: a colossal axe with a 
chipped obsidian blade, a spear that looked like a sharpened tree trunk, 
a monstrous, spiked mace. Their featureless faces were angled slightly 
downwards, as if contemplating something at the center of the room. 
And across their broad chests and powerful limbs, strange, angular 
glyphs were deeply inscribed – a forgotten language, glowing with a 
faint, internal luminescence, scripts of unknown power. 

 

These were not mere decorations. They felt… poised. Waiting. 



 

*** 

 

Outside, the battle raged. The goblins reached the crude palisade. Fiery 
missiles arced through the air, some thudding into the hastily erected 
wooden barrier, others sailing over it to strike the stone walls of the hall 
itself with a harmless clatter. But the brands thrown at the palisade 
began to catch. Small fires licked at the dry timbers. 

 

"Water parties!" Ronigren bellowed. Villagers and soldiers alike grabbed 
buckets and any available containers, dashing out from the hall's main 
door under covering fire to douse the flames, a desperate and 
dangerous task. 

 

The main body of goblins carrying the ladders now surged forward, 
ignoring their casualties. They reached the burning palisade, some 
heaving the ladders over it, others trying to tear sections of it down. The 
Argrenian defenders, outnumbered but holding the advantage of the 
stone hall’s height, rained down arrows, rocks, even heavy pieces of 
salvaged wood. Tendrils of green sorcery pulled at the palisade, its wood 
warped and withered and soon a passage yawned, letting them through. 

 

Then came the ram. 

 

Heaved by at least twenty goblins, its enchanted head glowing with a 
sickly green light where the shaman had inscribed his glyphs, it 
lumbered towards the main door of the hall. The shaman, still at the 
treeline, began a low, guttural chant, his staff pointed towards the siege 
engine. 

 

"Brace the door!" Ronigren yelled, his voice raw. He, along with Gregan 
and several other soldiers, threw their weight against the heavy oak 



portal from the inside, feeling the first, shuddering impact as the ram 
struck. The ancient timbers groaned, dust sifting down from the lintel, but 
they held. For now. 

 

Another impact, heavier this time, resonated through the hall, shaking 
the very stones. A crack appeared in one of the thick oak planks. 

 

Hope for Myanaa’s ravens and the reinforcements from Woodhall felt 
like a distant, fading mirage. They were alone, trapped, with the banners 
of bone and fury crashing against their fragile sanctuary.  

 

  

 

CRACK! 

 

Another thunderous impact from the enchanted ram sent splinters flying 
from the inside of the great oak door. The defenders bracing it grunted 
with the effort, their muscles screaming, their boots skidding on the dusty 
stone floor. A second, more significant crack appeared, running 
diagonally across one of the main timbers. 

 

"It won't hold much longer!" Gregan yelled, his face crimson with 
exertion, his voice hoarse. 

 

Outside, the goblin attack was relentless. Ladders scraped against the 
stone walls of the hall, and the guttural war cries of goblins attempting to 
scale them were met by the shouts of the defenders and the clang of 
weapons as they fought to repel the boarders. Arrows and rocks rained 
down from the upper windows, but the sheer number of assailants was 
overwhelming. Young Joric, the villager, screamed as a goblin spear 
thrust through a widened crack in a window shutter, gashing his arm 
before a soldier beside him hacked at the intruding weapon. 



 

The hastily built palisade was now mostly a ruin of burning, splintered 
wood, offering little impediment. The Argrenian soldiers and the few 
able-bodied villagers fought valiantly, but the tide was turning. Davin, the 
soldier who had been unhorsed earlier, took a goblin arrow to the 
shoulder while trying to push a ladder from a window, crying out and 
slumping back, blood blooming on his tunic. 

 

Through the uproar of battle came a new sound. Horns. 

 

These were Argrenian war horns, and, most unsettlingly for the 
attackers, they seemed to be coming from multiple directions. One blast 
from the south, answered from the east, then from the west, echoing 
through the trees. 

 

Ronigren, still braced against the groaning door, felt a surge of 
incredulous hope. Reinforcements? So soon? Myanaa’s ravens couldn't 
have reached Woodhall and brought aid back this quickly. It was 
impossible. 

 

The effect on the goblins outside was immediate. Their shrieks faltered. 
Some of those scaling the ladders paused, their heads swiveling, trying 
to locate the source of the new threat. Even the rhythmic thudding of the 
ram ceased for a moment. The shaman, still visible at the edge of the 
woods, straightened, his masked head turning sharply as he scanned 
the surrounding forest. 

 

It was, Ronigren realized, a subterfuge. His own hornblowers, Finn and 
his small band of scouts must have spread out, using the terrain and the 
acoustics of the forest to create the illusion of a much larger, encircling 
force. A desperate gamble, but a brilliant one. 

 



The goblins were thrown into disarray. Their leaders barked conflicting 
orders. Some urged a renewed, frantic assault on the hall, to break the 
defenders before the supposed reinforcements could arrive. Others 
gestured wildly towards the woods, advocating for a defensive posture 
against this unseen, multi-directional threat. The shaman, for the first 
time, seemed uncertain, his staff wavering. 

 

This brief respite, this moment of goblin indecision, was a godsend. But 
Ronigren knew it wouldn't last. 

*** 

Meanwhile, deep within the hidden chamber, Marta was oblivious to the 
shifting tides of the battle outside. The thrumming heat of the iron key in 
her palm had intensified, and a strange, resonant hum emanated from 
the colossal clay and stone statues; a vibration in her bones, in the very 
air of the chamber. The faint, internal luminescence of the glyphs 
inscribed on their massive forms pulsed in time with the ebb and flow of 
the key’s warmth. 

 

She stepped closer to the nearest statue, one wielding a colossal 
obsidian axe. Its featureless face seemed to gaze down at her with a 
deep, ancient stillness. She felt an overwhelming urge to reach out and 
touch the glowing glyphs on its chest. Her hand trembled as she raised 
it, standing on her toes. The air around the statue prickled like the 
moment before a lightning strike. 

 

The key seemed to pull her forward with a will of its own, yearning for 
contact with these ancient sentinels. She could feel their immense, 
dormant power. What would happen if she touched them? Would they 
awaken to defend the hall? Or would she unleash something beyond her 
comprehension, something even more dangerous than the goblins at 
their door? 

 

Outside, the goblins seemed to resolve their indecision. The ram struck 
the door again, a deafening crash that sent a fresh shower of splinters 



inwards. A section of the door finally gave way, a jagged hole appearing, 
through which gleaming goblin eyes and grasping claws emerged. 

 

"They're through!" a soldier screamed. 

 

Ronigren roared, "Hold the breach! Spears! Pikes!" 

 

The defense of the hall had become a chaotic point-blank struggle at the 
shattered doorway. 

 

The deceptive horns had bought them moments, but only moments. 

 



Chapter 6: Memories of Stone 

As the jagged hole in the great oak door widened under the relentless 
assault of the ram, the first wave of screeching goblins began to pour 
through the breach, causing a profound shift deep within the hidden 
chamber. 

 

Her hand outstretched, her fingers mere inches from the glowing glyphs 
on the nearest colossal statue, The thrumming iron key in her palm 
surged with an almost painful heat. The resonant hum from the stone 
sentinels intensified, vibrating through her entire being. The air in the 
chamber crackled. 

 

With a sound like mountains shifting, like the groan of the earth itself, 
two of the six statues – the one with the colossal obsidian axe, and 
another wielding a monstrous, spiked mace, stirred. Their massive limbs, 
fashioned from dark clay and rough-hewn stone, moved with an eerie, 
impossible fluidity, shedding dust and small pebbles. The faint 
luminescence of their inscribed glyphs flared, casting an otherworldly 
glow in the confined space. 

 

Marta stumbled back, a gasp catching in her throat. The two awakened 
sentinels, their featureless faces impassive, moved with a terrifying 
grace, their stone limbs flowing with a speed that defied their immense 
weight, heavy footfalls shaking the very foundations of the hall. 

 

They did not lurch or shamble; they strode, each footfall a thunderous, 
deliberate beat of purpose. 

 

They burst into the main hall just as the goblins were overwhelming the 
defenders at the doorway. The Argrenian soldiers, spears and swords a 
bristling hedge against the tide of green skin, found themselves parting, 
pushing and tumbling out of the way as the two stone behemoths 
charged through their ranks. 



 

A young recruit named Perran reacted a fraction too slowly, and was 
caught by the elbow of the axe-wielding sentinel as it passed. He was 
sent flying several meters, crashing into the stone wall with a sickening 
thud, his cry cut short by the horrifying crack. Ronigren, witnessing it, felt 
his blood curdle – these were not allies to be commanded, but raw, 
ancient forces unleashed. 

 

The two stone guardians reached the breached doorway in a flash; a 
whirlwind of dust choked the soldiers’ and goblins’ throats.  

The invaders, who had been screeching in triumph as they poured 
through the splintered wood, froze mid-stride, their bulging eyes 
widening in primal terror at the sight of these impossible, towering 
figures and for the briefest moment, Ronigren understood how they felt. 

 

What happened next was not a battle, but a slaughter. 

 

The axe-wielding sentinel swept its colossal obsidian blade in a single, 
devastating arc. The weapon carved through the packed ranks of goblins 
as if they were made of parchment. Bodies were bisected, limbs shorn, a 
spray of blackish-green blood erupted. The mace-wielding sentinel 
brought its spiked weapon down with crushing force, shattering goblin 
shields, helmets, and bones with sickening crunches. 

 

In a matter of seconds, the dozen or so goblins who had managed to 
force their way inside the hall were annihilated, their remains a 
grotesque carpet on the threshold. The shrieks of triumph turned into 
screams of unadulterated terror. The two stone sentinels stopped. 

They stood flanking the breached doorway, their massive bodies once 
again still. Uncanny, unmoving statues, their weapons dripping with 
goblin gore. The faint glow of their glyphs subsided, pulsing with latent 
power. The immediate threat at the doorway had been brutally 
neutralized. 



 

A stunned silence fell over the main hall, broken only by the distant, now 
panicked, shouts of the goblins outside. Ronigren stared at the two stone 
figures, his mind reeling. Salvation had come, but it was a terrifying, 
alien salvation. He saw Perran's crumpled form, withthe thin, patchy 
moustache he used to tease him about, and the triumph of their survival 
turned to ash in his mouth. A boy's life, the price for their terrifying 
salvation. 

 

Marta emerged from the hidden chamber, her face pale, caked in dust, 
the still-warm key clutched in her trembling hand. Her eyes met 
Ronigren’s across the carnage-strewn hall. 

 

"The… the Keepers of the Threshold," she whispered, her voice barely 
audible, recalling a fragment of a forgotten legend. 

 

The silence that descended after the two stone guardians neutralized the 
goblin vanguard was thick and brittle. The soldiers stared wide eyed at 
the massive, impassive figures. Ronigren’s gaze was drawn to the 
corner where the axe-wielding sentinel had flung the young recruit. 
Myanaa was there, kneeling beside Perran's still form. She looked up, 
met Ronigren's eyes across the hall, and gave a slow, sorrowful shake of 
her head. Bitter grief washed over Ronigren, a stark reminder of the 
price of their terrifying salvation. 

 

From the arrow slits, Ronigren could see the goblins in disarray. Several 
figures that looked like chieftains – adorned with more bones and crude 
metal than the others – were in a frantic, shrieking conference with the 
shaman at the edge of the treeline. Their gestures were jerky, agitated. 
Even from this distance, their fear and confusion were palpable. 

 

Goblin archers, however, remained active, loosing sporadic volleys 
towards the hall, pinning down anyone who might venture out to repair 



the shattered door or salvage more wood. The pause stretched, taut with 
uncertainty. 

 

Hours crawled by in this tense standoff. The defendants trying to build a 
makeshift barricade inside, nervously skirting the two stone giants as 
they would a coiled snake. The invaders squabbled, their shaman 
splitting his time between yelling at lesser goblins and performing cryptic 
rituals on weapons, his gaze turning from time to time to the shattered 
door and the silent juggernauts beyond it with a burning fury.  The sun 
climbed higher, baking the blood-soaked ground. Inside the hall, the 
defenders were exhausted, their meager water supplies dwindling. 
Young Halsted was feverish from his leg wound, despite Myanaa’s best 
efforts. 

 

A new sound drifted from the south-east – distant at first, but growing 
rapidly louder: the unmistakable thunder of massed hooves, 
accompanied by the clear, sharp blasts of Argrenian war horns, no 
longer a scattered subterfuge, but a confident, advancing reality. 

 

Ronigren’s heart leaped. "Lookouts! Report!" 

 

A soldier at a southern window slit yelled, his voice cracking with relief, 
"Riders! Argrenian banners! Many of them! Coming fast!" 

 

The effect on the goblins was instantaneous and decisive. The shaman, 
who had been emphatically rallying his forces, froze. He looked towards 
the south, then back at the impassive stone guardians flanking the hall’s 
breached entrance, again at the rapidly approaching dust cloud 
heralding the new arrivals. For a moment, he seemed to consider a 
stand, then, with a frustrated, guttural shriek he gestured violently 
towards the deep northern woods. 

 



The goblin withdrawal was no orderly retreat; it was a rout. They 
abandoned their remaining ladders, their half-finished siege engines, 
and fled, scrambling over each other in their haste to escape the pincer 
they now perceived. The shaman was among the last to disappear into 
the shadowy depths of the forest, casting one malevolent, frustrated 
glare back at the stone hall before vanishing astride his massive wolf. 

 

The relief that washed over the defenders in the hall was so profound it 
was almost a physical blow. Men sagged against the walls dropping their 
weapons with a clatter, simply staring in stunned disbelief as the sounds 
of the goblin retreat faded. A few ragged cheers broke out, quickly 
sinking in a well of exhaustion. 

 

Ronigren leaned heavily against the wall beside the breached doorway, 
the tension draining from him leaving him trembling and utterly spent. 
They had held. Against impossible odds, they had held. 

 

Moments later, the first of the relief force galloped into the clearing, their 
horses lathered, their armor dusty. At their head rode a stern-faced man 
in polished steel, a captain’s insignia on his breastplate – three silver 
stars on a field of blue. Shield-Captain Eghel of Woodhall, commander of 
the "Iron Lances." His nearly eighty well-armed troopers fanned out, 
securing the perimeter, taking in the scene of devastation and the two 
colossal stone figures still guarding the hall’s entrance. 

 

Captain Eghel dismounted, his gaze sweeping over the breached door, 
the goblin dead, and the exhausted, grimy defenders emerging from the 
hall. His eyes lingered on the stone guardians with a mixture of awe and 
apprehension before setting on Ronigren, who straightened himself with 
effort. 

 

"Sir Ronigren,” Eghel said, his voice curt but not unkind. "We received 
your Verdant Herald's message. Made best speed. It seems we arrived 



just as the party was getting interesting." He gestured with a gauntleted 
hand towards the stone figures. "Care to explain those… new recruits?" 

 

Ronigren managed a weary smile. "Captain Eghel, your arrival is most 
welcome. As for our… friends here," he nodded towards the guardians, 
"it's a long story. One that begins with an old woman and a peculiar key." 

The captain clasped his shoulder, and the strength in that hand was a 
welcome tether. “Ron, you have done as much as you could here. Ride 
south, on my name, don’t stop, get fresh relays at every stable between 
here and Kingstead. The Lord Marshal needs to hear this tale from you.” 

He took in the aftermath of the siege around him with a bitter, guilty 
relief. Old woman Marta, helped by two villagers, was wrapping the body 
of a young boy, her stony glower pierced by sorrowful eyes, Gregan and 
Earlant emerged from the hall, carrying the shrouded form of Perran. It 
looked so small. 

Mounting his horse, he couldn’t help but look back at the spectacle of 
insensate loss, of a score of souls gathering the remains of a lifetime, 
wrapping what was left of their dead, preparing to flee their homes. He 
won’t turn his back on them, even if it meant drawing his last breath in a 
lost battle. 

 

  

 

*** 

 

  

 

Five days. Five days of hard riding, pushing messenger relays to their 
limits, the urgency of his news a spur against his weariness. Sir 
Ronigren of House Varden, his frontier leathers stained with sweat and 
dust, his face etched with a bone-deep fatigue, finally stood before the 



imposing bronze-chased doors of the High Marshal’s chambers within 
the Royal Citadel of Kingstead.  

The polished marble floors, the tapestries depicting Argren’s glories, the 
silent, liveried guards; it was a world away from the blood-soaked earth 
of Oakhaven. 

 

He had been summoned, and the journey south had been a blur of 
changing horses and snatched moments of uneasy sleep, the images of 
the siege and the haunted faces of Oakhaven’s survivors stalking his 
mind. Captain Eghel’s Iron Lances had secured the ruined village, 
establishing a temporary field hospital. The decision had been swift: 
Oakhaven was too remote, too exposed. The surviving villagers, their 
homes destroyed, their spirits broken, were being escorted south 
towards the relative safety of the capital’s hinterlands, a slow, sorrowful 
procession. As for the two stone guardians, they remained inert, 
impassive, an enigma. Eghel, after much debate and no small amount of 
trepidation, had arranged for them to be carefully transported – a 
monumental undertaking involving heavy sledges and scores of men 
and oxen – to the more defensible fortress of Woodhall, where their 
strange nature could be studied, and their power, if it could be 
understood or controlled, better contained. Marta, clutching her 
still-warm key, had insisted on accompanying them, her connection to 
the "Keepers" undeniable. 

 

Now, Ronigren faced a different kind of battle: the scrutiny of Argren’s 
high command. 

 

The doors opened, and a stern-faced adjutant ushered him in, with a 
measured, officious wave of his arm. The High Marshal’s office was less 
opulent than some of the other state rooms. Maps covered one wall, 
weapons of historical significance adorned another. Lord Marshal Tyrell, 
a man whose stern visage and iron-grey hair spoke of decades of 
service, sat behind a massive oak desk. His gaze was sharp, assessing. 

 



To one side, near a window overlooking the Citadel’s central courtyard, 
stood Archmage Falazar. He appeared much as Ronigren remembered 
him from fleeting glimpses during rare court appearances – a figure of 
unsettling age and even more unsettling intellect, though today his usual 
eccentric air was muted, replaced by an intense, watchful stillness. He 
held a carved wooden raven in one hand, idly stroking its smooth head. 

 

"Sir Ronigren of Varden," Lord Marshal Tyrell began, his voice a low 
baritone that brooked no nonsense. "You were the first ranking officer on 
the scene at Oakhaven. We have received… fragmented reports. 
Archmage Falazar’s ravens have provided some insights, as has 
Captain Eghel’s initial dispatch. But we require your firsthand account. 
From the beginning." 

 

Ronigren inclined his head. "Lord Marshal. Archmage." He recounted the 
events, from Elenya’s arrival at Lastwall to the timely arrival of Captain 
Eghel. He spoke clearly, factually, omitting no detail, forcing himself 
through the more bizarre parts, almost distancing himself to consider 
them outwardly with a detached curiosity. 

 

As he spoke of the stone guardians, he noticed Falazar’s eyes sharpen. 
Lord Marshal Tyrell listened impassively, his fingers steepled, though a 
muscle twitched in his jaw when Ronigren described the shaman’s 
enchanted ram and the ferocity of the goblin assault. 

 

When Ronigren finished, a heavy silence filled the room. 

 

"Stone guardians," Tyrell finally said, his voice laced with a skepticism 
that bordered on disbelief. "Animated by an old woman’s key. This is… 
unprecedented, Sir Varden." 

 

"Indeed, Lord Marshal," Falazar interjected, his voice surprisingly mild, 
though his eyes gleamed. "Unprecedented in our living memory, 



perhaps. But the oldest strata of Argren’s history whisper of such things. 
Earthen wardens, bound to sacred sites. The War of Solitude did not 
erase all the world’s ancient secrets, merely buried them deeper." He 
turned to Ronigren. "This Marta, the elder who holds the key… did she 
speak of their nature? Their purpose?" 

 

"She called them 'Keepers of the Threshold,' Archmage," Ronigren 
replied, his posture slackening. " Her knowledge comes from old family 
tales, fragmented legends." 

 

"And these… Keepers," Tyrell pressed, "they obeyed her?" 

 

Ronigren hesitated, instinctively straightening his back once more. "Not 
precisely, Lord Marshal. It was as if the key, in her possession, acted as 
a catalyst. They awoke, dealt with the immediate threat at the doorway, 
and returned to stillness. They were not commanded, merely… 
activated. And their power, while saving us, also killed one of my own 
men. They are a force, not an army." 

 

Falazar nodded slowly. "As one would expect of such ancient constructs. 
They are not soldiers to be drilled, but manifestations of a primal pact. 
Their loyalty might be to the place, or perhaps to a principle, not to a 
banner." 

 

Lord Marshal Tyrell drummed his fingers on the desk. "Captain Eghel’s 
decision to evacuate Oakhaven and move these… entities… to 
Woodhall. Your assessment, Sir Ronigren?" 

 

"Prudent, Lord Marshal," Ronigren stated. "Oakhaven is indefensible 
against a determined, magically supported foe of the numbers we 
witnessed. If the shaman and his forces return – and I believe they will, 
given their obsessive focus on that hall – Woodhall offers a better 
chance of understanding and containing these guardians and defending 



against the goblins." He shuddered at the thought of having to contain 
those creatures of stone. 

 

"The shaman," Falazar mused, his gaze distant. "A leader of such 
caliber, wielding such specific sorcery against a forgotten northern 
outpost… this is not random. The goblins were a tool, a means to an 
end. They sought something in that hall, something they believed lay 
within its stones, or beneath them." He looked sharply at Ronigren. "Did 
you find any evidence of what that might be, beyond the chamber of the 
guardians themselves?" 

 

"No, Archmage. Time was short, and the chamber itself was… 
unsettling. We focused on survival. But the goblins’ persistence suggests 
something of immense value to them." 

 

Lord Marshal Tyrell leaned forward. "The King is concerned. Deeply. 
This attack, the nature of it, the re-emergence of organized goblin forces 
exhibiting dark magic… it has shattered two centuries of relative peace 
on that frontier. The Council is divided. Some, like Chancellor Valerius, 
still believe this to be an isolated incident, an unusually bold raid." He 
snorted derisively. "Others, influenced by the Archmage, see it as the 
harbinger of something far graver." 

 

Falazar offered a thin, almost mischievous smile. "Chancellor Valerius 
possesses an admirable faith in the mundane, Lord Marshal. A quality 
that often blinds one to the wolves already circling the sheep pen." 

 

Ronigren could see from the Marshal’s pensive eyes and pursed lips that 
the pragmatic military man was clearly taking the threat seriously, 
leaning towards Falazar’s grim assessment. 

 

"Your testimony, Sir Ronigren," Tyrell continued, "will be crucial when 
you report to the King and the full Council tomorrow. They need to 



understand the reality of what you faced. The courage of your men, the 
sacrifice of the villagers, the unsettling power of these stone guardians. 
And the undiminished threat posed by this shaman and his forces." He 
paused, his gaze hardening. "Argren may be on the cusp of a conflict it 
is ill-prepared for. Your words must help prepare them." 

 

The weight of that responsibility settled upon him. He was a simple 
knight from a minor house, a frontier soldier. Now, he was a key witness 
in events that could shape the fate of the kingdom.  

The shadows of Oakhaven had followed him south, and they were 
stretching long indeed. 

  



Sabine: The Girl Who Reached for the Sky 

Far from the grim realities of the northern frontier and the weighty 
deliberations in Kingstead’s Royal Citadel, in the unassuming market 
town of Millford nestled beside the Verdant River in Argren’s more 
temperate eastern midlands, Sabine was, as usual, taller than everyone 
else. At fifteen summers, she stood a full head above the tallest man in 
town. Her dark hair, tied back in a practical single braid, often escaped in 
unruly wisps around a face that was open and honest, just as prone to 
wide smiles as to stubborn frowns.  

Her eyes, the color of a summer sky, were currently narrowed in 
frustration. 

She hefted a sack of grain onto her shoulder with an ease that made the 
stout farmer blink. "There, Master Grumbles," she said, her voice still 
holding a youthful timbre despite its surprising depth, now striving to 
sound theatrically unbothered by the impressive load. "Last one. Are we 
square?” 

Grumbles, a man whose moniker was well-earned, grunted, counting out 
a few copper pieces into her calloused palm. "Aye, girl. Strong as an ox, 
you are. "Waste of good muscle on a lass," he grumbled, dropping the 
coppers into her palm. "King's Guard would pay you in silver, not copper, 
if you had a beard. Now off with ye, you're blockin' the sun." He squinted 
at her, as if having a sudden thought. "Still skippin' your lessons with ol' 
Master Elmsworth, are ye? Your father won't be pleased when he gets 
back." 

Sabine shrugged, the massive sack barely indenting her shoulder. 
"Master Elmsworth mostly drones on about crop rotation and the proper 
way to address a minor baron. I’d rather be doing something useful. 
Besides," she added, a familiar note of wistfulness creeping into her 
voice, "Father’s been gone three moons now. Said he’d be back by the 
harvest festival." She flung the sack up on the pile in the cart, startling 
Grumbles with her swift, almost careless motion. “Watch it! These need 
to be stacked properly, ye turnip-head!”  

With a wide grin and a curtsy, she was back on her way. 

Her adoptive father, Masillius Thorne, was a merchant of modest means 
but considerable daring. For years, Sabine had grown up on his tales of 



far-flung journeys: the shimmering silks of the Southern Free Cities, the 
strange, aromatic spices of the Ssylarr reptilians dwelling in the Ashen 
Desert – a land with two suns! – and his expeditions to the borders of the 
K’thrall Fens, though her father didn't venture deep into their swamps. 
Few humans did. Instead, he told her of this fascinating outpost known 
as The Silted Isle, a half-day's journey into the marsh, built upon the 
forgotten ruins of an ancient mage’s fortress. That’s where he was now, 
and she couldn’t wait to hear his latest (and outrageously embellished, 
she suspected) adventures in that strange land. 

In his tales, the Isle was a world unto itself, home to a handful of hardy, 
eccentric people who developed a rudimentary language – a bizarre mix 
of Argrenian, guttural K’thrall clicks, and elaborate gestures – to trade 
with the mysterious amphibians. 

Sabine had devoured these stories. She had completed her primary 
schooling with Master Elmsworth years ago, and for the past two years, 
father had been teaching her the merchant's trade – ledgers, laws, the 
art of negotiation. But it was all theoretical, confined to Millford’s dusty 
market square and Masillius’s small, cluttered office. But he always 
found an excuse to leave her behind when his caravans departed. 
"You're still too young, Sabine," he’d say, or "The roads are too 
dangerous for a girl," or, more recently, "Your education here isn't 
finished." 

She felt like a caged bird, her wings already strong enough to carry her 
far, yet confined to the familiar branches of her small town. Being so 
visibly different didn't help. While most folk in Millford were kind, used to 
"Masillius’s giant lass," she was always aware of the stares, the 
whispered comments. The local lads her age were either intimidated by 
her size or treated her like an oddity. Annoyingly she knew that, if she 
only were shorter, she’d have to shoo them away. So, when Masillius 
was away, she often skipped the tedious lessons and took odd jobs – 
hauling timber for the cooper, mucking out stables, helping farmers like 
Grumbles – anything that allowed her to use her strength and earn a few 
coppers of her own, rather than waste her time and patience with the 
provincial boys and girls of her own age. The pay was always an 
apprentice's rate, a constant reminder of her youth in their eyes, despite 
her capabilities. 



Today, after finishing with Master Grumbles, she wandered towards the 
riverbank, her mind restless. She longed for the open road, for the scent 
of unknown lands, for the thrill of discovery she heard in her father’s 
voice when he spoke of his travels. She wanted to see the Silted Isle, to 
hear the strange clicks of the K’thrall language, to bargain for iridescent 
pelts herself. Why did her father keep her cocooned here, in this quiet, 
predictable town? Was he afraid for her? Or was there another reason, 
one he wasn't sharing? 

She picked up a smooth river stone, feeling its weight in her palm, and 
skipped it across the water’s surface. Five skips. Not bad. But her heart 
yearned for journeys far grander than a stone across a river.  

The world was vast, full of wonders and dangers, and Sabine felt an 
unshakeable certainty that she was meant to be a part of it, not just an 
observer from the sleepy banks of Millford. The restlessness was a 
constant hum beneath her skin, a yearning for an adventure that seemed 
perpetually just out of reach. 

 



Chapter 7: Echoes in the Stone City 

The weight of Lord Marshal Tyrell’s charge settled heavily on Ronigren. 
Report to the King and the full Great Council. His words, the words of a 
frontier knight from a barely known house, were to help prepare a 
kingdom for a war it had all but forgotten how to fight. The thought was 
both exhilarating and terrifying. 

Archmage Falazar, with a gravitas that silenced even the most skeptical 
courtiers, swiftly convinced King Elric of the necessity. "Your Majesty," 
Falazar intoned, his ancient eyes boring into the King's, "the ripples from 
Oakhaven will spread. This is not a localized storm, but the first tremor of 
an earthquake. We must gather the strength of Argren, all its disparate 
parts. A Full Great Council, at the earliest opportunity." 

And so, it was decreed. Summons were dispatched by the swiftest riders 
and the fastest ravens to the farthest corners of the realm, calling the 
great nobles, the banner-lords and even envoys from the more 
cooperative dwarven clans to Kingstead. The Council would convene in 
five days – a breathtakingly short notice, barely enough time for those in 
the remotest fiefdoms to answer. 

Until then, Ronigren was officially on leave, though rest felt like a distant 
luxury. His mind replayed the audience with Tyrell and Falazar. He’d felt 
like a raw recruit again, stammering out his report, acutely aware of his 
rough frontier manners and the mud still clinging to his boots on those 
polished floors. He found Corporal Gregan, who had accompanied the 
Oakhaven survivors' escort part of the way before being tasked to join 
Ronigren in the capital. The grizzled corporal, though out of his element 
amidst the formality of Kingstead, was a familiar, reassuring presence. 

"Sir Varden," Gregan greeted him with a rough clap on the shoulder, his 
face creased with concern. "Heard you saw the High Marshal himself. 
And the old spook, Falazar. How’d it go? You look like you’ve wrestled a 
snow bear and lost." 

Ronigren managed a weary smile, rubbing the back of his neck. "As well 
as can be expected, Gregan. They listened. Though I confess, standing 
before men like that… It's a different kind of fight, Gregan. One wrong 
word in that room is worse than a missed parry. Now the whole kingdom 



will hear what we saw." He still couldn't quite believe that he was the one 
who had to deliver such news. 

They spent the intervening day navigating the labyrinthine streets of 
Kingstead. The sheer press of people, the clamor of market cries, the 
aroma of exotic spices mingling with the stench of refuse in the narrower 
alleys, the opulent displays in merchant stalls juxtaposed with the grim 
poverty in the city's shadowed corners – it was a world unto itself. He felt 
out of sync with its rapid, intricate rhythms, his hand often instinctively 
going to his sword hilt in the crowded thoroughfares, a habit that earned 
him more than a few disdainful glances from city folk. 

Gregan seemed to take it more in stride, his sharp eyes missing little, 
though he grumbled good-naturedly about the price of ale "Three 
coppers for this swill? Highway robbery!" and the peacocking of the city 
guard "More polish on their breastplates than sense in their heads, I 
reckon they’d run a mile I say boo." 

In a crowded tavern called 'The Gilded Griffin,' known for its strong cider 
and even stronger rumors, Ronigren had an encounter that stirred a 
complex mix of emotions. A voice, smooth and cultured, called his name. 
"Ronigren? By the forgotten gods, is that truly you under all that frontier 
grime?" 

He turned to see Beryl of House Valerius – a distant cousin, his mother’s 
sister’s son. They had played together as boys in the rolling hills of their 
ancestral lands, their families both minor nobility, though Beryl’s branch 
had always been more ambitious, more closely attuned to the intricate 
dance of courtly power. Beryl was impeccably dressed in silks the color 
of wine, a silver signet ring flashing on his finger as he twirled an 
expensive-looking black chain, embossed with a decorative eye.  

Beryl was surrounded by a coterie of similarly attired young nobles, their 
conversation a light, dismissive patter about an upcoming tourney and 
the latest scandal involving a duchess and a stableboy. 

"Beryl," Ronigren acknowledged, a faint awkwardness coloring his tone. 
With his soft hands and carefully cultivated ennui,  Beryl seemed a 
creature from another reality. He felt a familiar pang – not quite envy, but 
a sharp awareness of the different paths their lives, once so similar, had 
taken. 



"We heard whispers," Beryl said, his eyes, shrewd and assessing 
despite their languid expression, taking in Ronigren’s worn leathers and 
the quiet authority that now clung to him. "Something about… goblins? 
Up north? Terribly dull business, I should imagine. Though Father – 
Chancellor Valerius, you know – seems rather vexed by it. Says it's 
distracting from the truly important matter of the new trade tariffs with 
Verranza." 

Ronigren felt a surge of irritation, quickly suppressed. "It was more than 
'dull business,' cousin. People died." 

Beryl waved a dismissive hand, though a flicker of something 
unreadable crossed his face. "Yes, yes, tragic, of course. But the 
frontiers are always… untidy. One can’t expect Kingstead’s civility to 
extend to every hovel in the wilderness." He offered Ronigren a goblet of 
wine. "Still, it's good to see you, Ron. You must tell me all about your 
adventures. Perhaps after the Great Council has dispensed with this 
tedious northern affair. We’re planning a hawking party next week. You 
should join us. Remind yourself what civilized life is like." 

Their earlier life now felt like a distant memory. He made his polite 
excuses, the taste of expensive wine suddenly bitter on his tongue. 

Later, as evening began to settle and the gas lamps were being lit along 
the main thoroughfares, a different encounter brought a warmth that 
surprised him. Near the imposing stone walls of the Royal Scribes' 
Academy, where Ronigren had spent a few happy years attempting to 
master subjects far removed from the martial skills he was training for, 
he saw a familiar figure. 

She was selling small, brightly colored trinkets and charms from a tray – 
carved wooden animals, polished stones, ribbons of dubious magical 
potency. Her hair, the color of spun copper, was artfully arranged, and 
though her dress was simple, it was well-maintained. Her eyes, sharp 
and intelligent, scanned the passing crowd. 

"Elmyra?" Ronigren asked, a note of disbelief in his voice. 

The woman turned, and a wide, genuine smile lit up her face, chasing 
away the practiced merchant’s keenness. "Ronigren! By the Lady’s 
Grace, I almost didn’t recognize you! You’ve grown." Her smile was as 



warm and unpretentious as he remembered, a stark contrast to Beryl's 
polished condescension. 

Elmyra had been a fixture outside the Academy gates years ago, a girl 
barely older than himself, selling sweetmeats and ink sticks to the 
students. They’d shared jokes, scraps of their lunches, traded stories. 
Now, a small, discreetly tied red ribbon at her wrist hinted at a life of a 
courtesan, whispered about but rarely acknowledged openly in polite 
society. Her hands, as she gestured, moved with a subtle grace, a hint of 
the sleight of hand that was as much a part of her current profession as 
her witty conversation. 

"And you, Elmyra," Ronigren said, returning her smile, a genuine warmth 
spreading through him, "you look… well." 

"Surviving," she said, her eyes sparkling with a resilient humor. "Thriving, 
even, in my own way. Kingstead is a city of many paths, Ron. We all find 
the one that fits our feet, or the one we’re pushed onto." She glanced at 
his grim expression, the weariness in his eyes. "You look like you carry 
the weight of the world, old friend. Those goblins everyone’s whispering 
about… you were there, weren’t you?" 

He nodded. "I was." 

Elmyra’s smile softened with empathy. "It’s a hard road, the one soldiers 
walk. But it’s good to see a friendly face." Her gaze was direct, kind. "If 
you need an ear to bend, Ron, or just a quiet place away from all this 
officialdom, and from those stiff-necked nobles who wouldn't know a real 
problem if it bit them on their silken arses, you know where to find 
women of my calling. Some of us are better listeners than any 
confessor. And sometimes, a friendly voice is better armor than steel." 

Despite the grim circumstances that had brought him to Kingstead, and 
the anxieties that gnawed at him, seeing Elmyra, witnessing her 
resilience and quiet strength, was a small, unexpected comfort.  

The capital, for all its overwhelming strangeness, still held pockets of 
familiar humanity. 

 

Chapter 8: The Gathering of Banners 



The usual bustle of the capital swelled to a near-fever pitch as 
entourages, large and small, poured through the city gates. The air, 
already filled with the scents of commerce and urban life, now carried 
the added tang of oiled leather, road dust, and the sweat of horses 
ridden hard. Inns overflowed, their common rooms abuzz with 
speculation and the boisterous greetings of retainers meeting old 
comrades or rivals. The city guard, their polished helms gleaming, found 
their duties trebled, maintaining order amidst the sudden influx of armed 
men and proud, prickly nobles. 

From the rugged northern marches and the wind-swept western 
highlands arrived the frontier lords. Men like Baron Volkov of the 
Frostfell, his face a roadmap of scars earned in skirmishes with 
mountain brigands and, in his youth, the occasional orcish raid. His attire 
was practical – boiled leather and furs over well-worn mail – and his 
retinue consisted of a score of equally hard-bitten men-at-arms. They 
brought with them the scent of pine and cold stone, and a firm 
understanding of the price of Argren’s borders. 

In stark contrast were the magnates from the fertile southern provinces 
and the busy trade cities along the River Argorn. Lord Valerius, the 
Chancellor, was but one example. They arrived in brightly painted 
carriages, their servants liveried in vibrant silks, personal guards clad in 
pristine plate armor that had never seen a battle. Men like Duke Pellas of 
Silverstream, whose wealth was built on river trade and vast agricultural 
estates, exuded an air of comfortable authority. Their talk was of tariffs, 
alliances with the Free Cities to the south, and the proper vintage of 
wine. Their banners were elaborate, emblazoned with sheaves of wheat, 
laden ships, overflowing coffers. 

Passing a knot of southern lords, Ronigren caught a snippet of their 
conversation, the northern "goblin troubles" an unfortunate but distant 
distraction, a drain on resources better spent fostering commerce. 

There were the nobles of the heartlands, whose ancient families had 
long been intertwined with the crown and the intricate politics of 
Kingstead itself. Countess Isolde of Ambervale, a woman of striking 
beauty and even more striking intellect, was a prominent figure. Softly 
spoken, her arguments couched in elegant sophistry, yet she wielded 



influence like a finely honed blade. Whispers credited her with more than 
just keen political acumen; some said she dabbled in the subtler arcane 
arts, her family library rumored to hold texts that even Falazar found 
intriguing. 

Baron Volkov, the northern lord, stood rock-still as a perfumed courtier 
from Duke Pellas's retinue tried to navigate past him, the courtier's 
expression a mask of disdain for the grizzled man's 'rustic' exterior. 
Volkov didn't move an inch, his cold eyes simply watching the southern 
noble, until the man was forced into a graceless sidestep around him. No 
words were exchanged, but the message was as clear as a drawn blade. 

Adding to the throng were the Guild Masters. Master Borin Stonehand, 
head of the Masons’ Guild, a stout man with a sour demeanor. The 
Weavers’ Guild, the Vintners’, even the secretive Alchemists sent their 
representatives. 

A small delegation from the kingdom’s enclaves of Dwarven Smiths also 
made their presence known. Led by a venerable greybeard named 
Throrin Anvilmar, they carried themselves with the unyielding posture of 
men accustomed to the weight of stone and steel. Though they wore 
formal leather garments for the occasion, their hands were the hands of 
smiths, capable of shaping iron with their bare grip. Their primary 
concern was the flow of metals from the western mountains and the 
integrity of the kingdom’s armories, should the need arise. They 
maintained sporadic, often cryptic, contact with their kin in the great 
Stone-Halls of the distant western ranges, and their presence hinted at a 
broader, if currently dormant, network of alliances. 

The Royal Citadel itself hummed with activity. Servants rushed to 
prepare guest chambers, kitchens worked around the clock, and the 
normally staid courtyards echoed with the unfamiliar clang of provincial 
armor and the diverse dialects of the realm. Ronigren observed this 
influx from the periphery with a mixture of awe and concern. 

As the fifth day drew to a close, and the last of the expected dignitaries 
were settling in, a figure ascending the wide marble steps leading to the 
main entrance of the Royal Palace caught Ronigren’s attention. 



Cloaked and hooded in robes the color of twilight moss, woven with 
subtle, shifting patterns that seemed to capture the light and shadow, the 
figure moved with a silent, ethereal grace. Though its stature was that of 
a human youth, perhaps twelve or thirteen years of age, a fluidity and an 
ageless quality to its movements spoke of something other than mortal 
blood. The guards at the palace entrance shifted uneasily, eyes drawn to 
the visitor. 

As the figure reached the top of the steps and paused for a moment 
before the great doors, the hood shifted slightly, revealing a glimpse of a 
slender, pointed ear and a flash of eyes that seemed to hold the ancient 
light of dead stars. An Elf. An unexpected exotic presence, arriving 
unannounced on the eve of Argren’s most critical council in years. 

The guards at the palace entrance gripped their halberds tighter in 
instinctual mistrust. 

The robed figure, oblivious to the curious and apprehensive stares, 
glided through the palace doors, disappearing into the echoing halls. 

 

The Hill of Gnawed Bones 

Nell didn’t know how long he’d been in the dark. Days, maybe. Or just 
one long, terrifying night. He was a trapper from a small homestead a 
day’s ride north of Oakhaven, captured by a goblin scouting party that 
had swept through his quiet valley like a foul wind. His leg was broken, a 
crude, painful binding the only attention it had received. Thirst was a 
constant fire in his throat. His tongue felt like a dry, swollen stone in his 
mouth, and every swallow was a rasp of sand against raw flesh. 

He lay on a bed of damp, reeking straw in a roughly hewn cavern, the air 
thick with the stench of unwashed bodies, rotted meat, and something 
else… a cloying, metallic odor that made his stomach churn. Around 
him, in the flickering, uncertain light of sputtering torches stuck into 
crevices in the rock, other prisoners huddled – a few more trappers like 
himself, a woodsman, even a woman and two children snatched from 
some isolated steading. Their faces were gaunt, their eyes hollow with 
fear. 



This was the heart of the goblin stronghold, a sprawling warren carved 
deep into the side of a forested hill the locals called "Greyfang Tor." Nell 
had only glimpsed its exterior during his brutal forced march: a jagged 
scar in the hillside, its entrance like a gaping maw, patrolled by hunched, 
vigilant figures. 

Now, from his miserable vantage point, he saw fragments of their world. 
Scores of goblin skittered through the labyrinthine tunnels, their 
movements quick and furtive. Their skin was a mottled, unhealthy 
grey-green, their eyes reflecting the torchlight with a feral gleam. They 
chattered constantly in their harsh, guttural language, a cacophony of 
clicks, hisses, and sharp, barking syllables that grated on Nell’s nerves. 

Their attire was a haphazard collection of crudely stitched hides, 
scavenged bits of metal, and adornments of bone and teeth – animal, 
and Nell feared, perhaps not just animal. Carcasses of deer, boar, and 
smaller, unidentifiable creatures hung from hooks driven into the rock 
walls, some freshly killed, others in advanced states of decay, attracting 
swarms of fat, buzzing flies. Fetishes made of twisted roots, feathers, 
and small, polished skulls dangled from tunnel entrances and above 
makeshift workstations. 

He saw goblins sharpening crude swords and spearheads on grinding 
stones, the screech of metal on stone a constant undertone. Others 
were mixing foul-smelling concoctions in bubbling cauldrons, their faces 
intent.  

In one larger cavern, through a narrow opening in the badly cured hides 
separating it from the main thoroughfare, Nell had seen what looked like 
bizarre siege engines under construction: twisted frameworks of wood 
and sinew, unlike anything he’d ever witnessed, surrounded by goblins 
meticulously fitting pieces together under the sharp direction of a larger, 
scarred goblin who wielded a knotted whip. Machines of death. 

Their leaders – taller, bulkier goblins adorned with ornate bone armor 
and carrying cruelly barbed weapons – strode through the warrens with 
an air of brutal authority, occasionally lashing out at lesser goblins who 
were too slow or clumsy. The common goblins, the serfs, seemed to live 
in a state of constant, frantic activity, driven by fear and ingrained 
obedience. There was no joy here, no camaraderie that Nell could 
discern, only a relentless purpose. 



The shaman, the bone-draped figure on the massive wolf that even Nell 
had heard whispered tales of from other terrified captives, had his 
private chambers deeper within the hill. Nell had only seen it from a 
distance: an opening covered by a heavy curtain of stitched animal 
hides, decorated with glowing, malevolent symbols. Two particularly 
large and brutish goblin guards stood sentinel before it, spears tipped 
with what looked like blood-soaked obsidian. 

It was from behind these hides that Nell now heard something new, 
something that sent a fresh chill down his spine despite his feverish 
state. A voice. 

It was speaking the goblin tongue. Nell was sure of it. He recognized the 
cadence, the hissing sibilants. But the tone was utterly different. Where 
the goblins’ voices were harsh, guttural, and shrieking, this voice was… 
melodic. Smooth, almost like a dark, flowing river, yet carrying an 
unmistakable undercurrent of cold, absolute authority. It was a voice that 
didn't belong in the brutal symphony of the goblin warren. 

The shaman’s guttural responses were audible, sounding almost… 
subservient, even deferential in contrast to his usual imperious barks. 
The conversation was too low for Nell to make out the words, but the 
melodic voice seemed to project diffusely, as if it wasn't just coming from 
one throat, but resonating from the very air behind the curtain. 

Nell shivered, pulling his thin blanket tighter, though it offered little 
comfort against the damp chill of the cavern or the inner chill of his fear. 
Who, or what, could command such deference from the terrifying 
shaman? What manner of creature possessed a voice so beautiful, yet 
spoke the language of these brutal beings? 

He thought of the tales his grandmother used to tell, tales of the Chained 
Races, of ancient evils that slept beneath the hills, of entities that could 
whisper commands into the minds of a lesser, more malleable beings. 
He had dismissed them as old wives’ tales. Now, lying broken and 
captive in the heart of Greyfang Tor, surrounded by the harsh industry of 
the goblins and hearing that mellifluous voice talking with their shaman, 
Nell wasn't so sure. The world was far older, far darker, and far more 
terrifying than he had ever imagined. And he was trapped in its gnawing, 
hungry maw. 



 

The Unfurling Road 

The rhythmic clatter of wagon wheels and the familiar, booming laugh of 
Masillius Thorne jolted Sabine from her riverbank reverie. She 
scrambled to her feet, her heart leaping. Father! He was back! And 
weeks ahead of schedule. 

She raced towards the edge of Millford, where Masillius’s sturdy trade 
wagon, pulled by two stout dray horses, was trundling down the main 
track. He looked tired, his usual jovial expression tinged with an 
uncharacteristic weariness, but his eyes lit up when he saw her. 

"Sabine, my girl!" he called out, reining in the horses. He swung down 
from the driver's seat – a large man, built more for comfort than speed, 
with a warm, weathered face and a merchant’s keen eyes. 

"Father! You’re early!" Sabine exclaimed, rushing to embrace him. "What 
happened? Is everything alright?" 

Masillius returned her hug, his grip a little tighter than usual. "Aye, early it 
is. And as for alright… the world seems to have decided to get itself into 
a bit of a knot, lass." He sighed, running a hand through his already 
disheveled brown hair. "I was heading for the Silted Isle, last stop on my 
route, when some very jumpy frontier guards turned me back at the edge 
of the K’thrall Fens. Said the King himself had summoned a Full Great 
Council. Emergency, they called it. Spoke in hushed tones about 'trouble 
up north' and 'all nobles to Kingstead.'" 

Sabine’s eyes widened. A Full Great Council? That was rare, reserved 
for matters of grave importance to the entire kingdom. The restlessness 
she always felt now mingled with a prickle of excitement and a touch of 
apprehension. "Trouble up north? What kind of trouble?" 

"They weren't specific, Sabine," Masillius said, unhitching the horses and 
leading them towards their small stable. "Just that it was serious enough 
to pull every lord and his dog to the capital. Had to turn back with half my 
wares unsold." He gestured to the wagon, still laden with bolts of cloth, 
casks of Millford cider, and crates of metal tools. 



As they settled back into their modest home, the scent of Masillius’s 
travel cloak, woodsmoke and dust, filling the familiar space, Sabine saw 
her opportunity. 

"Father," she began, in her well practiced earnest voice, "if there’s so 
much trouble, and all these important folk are going to Kingstead… 
surely there will be opportunities for trade? With your unsold wares… we 
could go to the capital! You always said I needed to learn the city 
markets." And, she added with a determined glint in her eye, "I could 
finally be of real help on a journey. I’m strong enough, and I know the 
ledgers." 

Masillius looked at her, a complex array of emotions playing across his 
face. Did he see the eager anticipation in her eyes, the burgeoning 
strength in her frame, the keen intelligence that he had tried, perhaps too 
long, to shield within the confines of Millford? The rumors of war, vague 
as they were, had clearly unsettled him. His instinct was always to 
protect her, to keep her far from any hint of danger. Yet, her spirit was 
yearning to break free. 

Her father was silent for a long moment, lips pursed in a curiously 
sombre expression. He walked over to a sturdy wooden chest in the 
corner of the room, the one where he kept his most valuable ledgers and 
personal effects. He fumbled with the latch, rummaged inside, pausing 
before finally drawing out a small, cloth-wrapped bundle. 

"There’s something that I’ve kept safe for you, Sabine," he said, his 
voice uncharacteristically subdued. He unwrapped the cloth, revealing a 
most curious amulet. It was long, almost like a thin, flexible rope, 
designed to be worn looped several times or perhaps as a belt. Looking 
closely, Sabine saw it was not made of cord, but of an impossibly fine 
network of tiny, interlocking chains, intricately woven from a dark, 
unidentifiable metal that seemed to absorb the light. It felt cool and 
surprisingly heavy in her palm. 

"This was with you," Masillius said, his gaze distant, "when I found you. 
In the wreckage of that carriage, all those years ago. It was tangled in 
the blankets beside you, as if someone had tossed it in at the last 
moment." 



Sabine stared at the amulet, a strange sense of familiarity stirring within 
her, though she had no conscious memory of it. It was a tangible link to a 
past she couldn’t recall, a past that had left her an orphan in Masillius’s 
kind care. 

"I… I kept it, thinking one day you might understand it, or it might mean 
something to you," Masillius continued, his voice thick with emotion. "It 
did look heavy though; did look grown up. I thought I would give you 
when you got big, but you got big pretty fast!” He chuckled with a hint of 
regret, then his smile faded “Perhaps… perhaps that time is now. 
Perhaps it’s just a trinket. But it’s yours, Sabine. It always has been." 

He met her gaze, a decision forming in his own. "The road to Kingstead 
will be crowded, but it’s a main thoroughfare, far safer than the frontiers I 
usually travel. And with all the nobles and their retinues converging… 
you’re right, there will be opportunities for a sharp merchant." He took a 
deep breath. "Alright, Sabine. Pack your things. We leave for Kingstead 
at first light. It’s time you saw a bit more of the world. And," he added, a 
faint smile returning to his lips, "time you learned how to haggle with city 
folk. They’re a different breed entirely." 

Sabine’s eyes widened in a beaming smile. Kingstead! A real journey, 
with her father! She clutched the strange, chain-link amulet, its cool 
weight a comforting presence. Adventure was finally calling, and this 
time, she would answer. She didn't know what awaited them in the 
capital, or what significance this long-hidden amulet held, but it didn't 
matter. The suffocating confines of Millford were falling away, replaced 
by the thrilling, scary promise of an open road. For the first time in a long 
time, Sabine felt like she was finally moving in the right direction. 



Chapter 9: From Ancient Forest to a Fractured City 

The arrival of the twilight-robed Elf sent a subtle ripple of unease and 
intense curiosity through the Royal Citadel. Such beings were rarely 
seen beyond the deepest, most secluded forests. Their appearance in 
Kingstead, unannounced, on the very eve of the Great Council, was an 
unprecedented event. The guards, unsure how to proceed with a visitor 
of such an exotic and potentially powerful nature, had quickly deferred to 
the chamberlains, who in turn had sought the counsel of the Archmage. 

Falazar, who had been in his tower attempting to decipher a particularly 
obscure passage in a pre-Argrenian text concerning "Earthen Wardens" 
from his predecessor’s library, felt the subtle shift in the atmosphere 
even before the frantic summons from a junior courtier arrived. It was a 
faint, cool breeze in the Weave, carrying notes of ancient pine, damp 
earth, and starlight – an elven signature, and a potent one. 

He met the Elf not in a formal reception chamber, but in the quiet 
solitude of the Citadel’s seldom-used observatory, a circular room atop 
one of the oldest towers, its domed ceiling painted with constellations 
long since shifted by the slow turning of the cosmos, a place Falazar 
often retreated to when he needed to think far from the clatter and 
intrigue of the court. 

The Elf stood by a tall, narrow window, gazing out at the sprawling city 
below, now twinkling with the lights of evening when Falazar entered. 
The creature turned, and the hood fell back completely, revealing a face 
of striking, ageless beauty, framed by hair the color of silver moonlight. 
The eyes, large and luminous, held the wisdom and sorrow of centuries. 
Though the Elf’s frame was slender, an undeniable aura of power 
resonated in the very air around them. 

"Greetings, Archmage Falazar," the Elf said, a susurration through 
sheets of silk. "It has been many generations since one of my kind has 
sought audience within these walls." 

"Indeed, honored guest," Falazar replied, nodding. He felt a strange 
stirring of memory, a resonance. "Your presence is unexpected. But 
perhaps, given the shadows that lengthen across our land, not entirely 
surprising. May I know whom am I addressing?" 



"I am called Ruthiel," the Elf stated, "of the Sylvanesti, from the 
shadowed woods beyond the Dragon's Tooth Mountains, perhaps you’ve 
met people of our kind? I have come because the ancient trees whisper 
of a darkness returning, a chill that seeps even into the deepest roots." 

Falazar’s gaze sharpened. The Sylvanesti were among the most 
reclusive of elven kindreds, rarely venturing from their ancestral forests 
in the far northwest, lands Argren had long considered wild and 
untamed. 

"I’ve met the elven kind before, though I never journeyed so far as inside 
any of your sacred homes. The darkness you speak of," Falazar said, 
"we have had our own grim taste of it in the north. Goblins, in numbers 
not seen since the War of Solitude, led by a shaman wielding foul 
sorceries." 

Ruthiel nodded slowly. "The goblins are but leaves on a poisoned 
branch, Archmage. The sickness lies deeper. We have observed… 
disturbances. Long-abandoned dwarven citadels in the foothills of the 
Dragon’s Tooth, places silent for centuries, are being ransacked. Ancient 
artifacts are being stolen. The Orc tribes of the Western Wastes are 
gathering, forming warbands with a unity and discipline they have not 
shown since… since the last Great War." 

Falazar felt a chill seep into his own ancient bones. This was far worse 
than isolated goblin raids. 

"There is more," Ruthiel continued, their luminous eyes fixed on Falazar. 
"The very rhythms of the wild are disrupted. Animals migrate south in 
unnatural haste, fleeing unseen terrors. Even the Ru'tul – the eel-folk of 
the deep caverns, creatures of simple understanding yet possessing a 
primal connection to the earth, are crying out in their proto-language of a 
'great shadow' that 'devours the light.' The flora, the fauna, the very 
stones; they all speak of a growing imbalance." 

Falazar knew of the Sylvanesti’s unique connection to the natural world, 
their ability to glean insights from the subtle shifts in the Weave that 
were imperceptible to most humans. This was not mere supposition; it 
was testimony from the earth itself. 

"You speak of the War of Solitude," Falazar said, his voice low. "You are 
old enough to remember it, then?" 



A shadow passed across Ruthiel’s ageless features. "I am nearing my 
sixth century, Archmage. I fought in the War of Solitude. I served 
alongside your own esteemed mentor, the Archmage Lynnenus."  

Falazar froze. The name, one he rarely allowed himself to dwell on, 
echoed in the chamber like a tolling bell. He saw, for a fleeting instant, 
his master's face—not the serene portrait that hung in the Academy, but 
the grim, exhausted visage from their final days of the war, etched with 
the terrible cost of a victory that had claimed him. The Elf's words were 
not just a name; they were a key, unlocking a chamber of memory and 
grief he kept tightly sealed. 

"You knew Lynneus?" 

"He was a beacon of wisdom and power in a time of profound darkness," 
Ruthiel said softly. "He understood, as few humans did, the true nature 
of the enemy we faced then. The Entity of Solitude. The Devourer of 
Wills." 

The Entity of Solitude. The name, unspoken for generations, hung heavy 
in the air of the observatory. 

"All these signs," Ruthiel continued, their voice now urgent, "the 
ransacked dwarven sites, the orcish warbands, the fear in the wild, the 
re-emergence of the Chained Races like your goblins… they all point to 
the same insidious pattern we witnessed before. The Entity is stirring 
again, testing the will and the soul of every mortal race. It finds purchase 
in the hearts of the desperate, the greedy, the power-hungry. It corrupts 
from within, turning free peoples against each other even as it marshals 
its chained thralls. We are seeing its tendrils even now, reaching into the 
towns and hamlets of your own kingdom." 

Falazar felt the full, crushing weight of the Elf’s words.  

"The Great Council convenes on the morrow," Falazar said, his mind 
racing. "The lords of Argren will hear of goblins and a shaman. They will 
speak of border defenses and raising levies. Few, if any, will 
comprehend the true scale of this, the ancient nature of the enemy." 

"That is why I am here, Archmage Falazar," Ruthiel said, their gaze 
unwavering. "Lynnenus believed that only when all free peoples stand 
united, sharing knowledge and strength, can such a shadow be faced. I 
have come to share what I know, to offer what aid I can provide. But first, 



I needed to speak with you, his successor. To know if the wisdom of 
Lynnenus still flickers in Argren’s heart." 

Falazar looked at the Elf, at the ancient wisdom in their eyes, and saw in 
them a shared burden: the lonely stewardship of memory. 

The Great Hall of the Royal Citadel, a cavernous space designed to awe 
and intimidate, was a sea of color, sound, and simmering tension. 
Sunlight, fractured by the towering stained-glass windows depicting 
Argren’s legendary heroes, cast shifting patterns on the assembled 
lords, ladies, guild masters, and envoys. Banners bearing the myriad 
crests of the realm hung from the high rafters in a display of fractured 
unity. The air was thick with the murmur of hundreds of voices, the rustle 
of silk and velvet, the faint clink of ceremonial armor, and an 
undercurrent of anxious anticipation. 

At the far end of the hall, on a raised dais, sat King Elric IV upon the 
oaken throne of Argren. He looked regal enough in his ermine-trimmed 
robes, the Crown of Argren resting on his brow, but Falazar could see 
the strain around the King’s eyes, the tightness in his jaw. Beside him, 
slightly lower, sat Queen Ranys, her expression composed but her 
hands clasped tightly in her lap. 

The Archmage stood to the King’s right, a stark, imposing figure in his 
simple dark robes, his ancient eyes sweeping over the assembly with an 
expression that mingled weariness with a carefully banked fire of 
impatience. Lord Marshal Tyrell stood to the King’s left, his military 
bearing a contrast to the more flamboyant attire of many nobles. 
Chancellor Valerius, sleek and confident, occupied a prominent seat 
amongst the King’s closest advisors, his gaze already calculating. 

The Great Council began, as all such grand assemblies did, with 
ponderous ceremony. Heralds announced the arrival of the most 
prominent nobles, their titles and lineages recited in booming voices.  

For Falazar, each ritualistic delay was an agony, a precious moment 
wasted while the shadows in the north deepened and the Entity of 
Solitude tightened its insidious grip. He could almost feel the weight of 
Ruthiel’s revelations, a truth too vast for this assembly of self-interested, 
short-sighted mortals. 



Finally, after what felt like an eternity of protocol, King Elric rose. His 
voice carried a note of gravity that silenced the hall. He spoke of the long 
peace Argren had enjoyed, of the sudden, brutal attack on Oakhaven, 
and of the courage of those who had faced the unexpected darkness. He 
then called upon Sir Ronigren of Varden to give his firsthand account. 

Ronigren, his voice steady despite the hundreds of eyes upon him, 
recounted the events as he had to the High Marshal and Falazar. A hush 
fell over the assembly as he spoke, the stark reality of his words cutting 
through the layers of courtly artifice. 

As he spoke of the shaman, Baron Volkov leaned forward, his hand 
unconsciously resting on his sword hilt. Across the hall, Duke Pellas 
shared a look with another southern lord, a faint, condescending smile 
playing on their lips. 

When he finished, a murmur swept through the hall. Some faces were 
sombre, others skeptical. Chancellor Valerius leaned forward to whisper 
in the King’s ear, a dismissive flick of his wrist accompanying his words. 

Falazar spoke. His voice, though not loud, carried an unnatural 
resonance that commanded immediate attention. He acknowledged 
Ronigren’s testimony, then, with a dramatic weight that chilled the very 
air, he introduced the information brought by Ruthiel of the Sylvanesti. 
He spoke of the ransacked dwarven sites, the mobilizing orc warbands, 
the unnatural migrations, and the ancient, recurring threat of the Entity of 
Solitude, its insidious influence spreading once more. 

The reaction was a predictable storm. 

Baron Volkov and the other frontier lords nodded grimly. "The north has 
always been restless," Volkov boomed. "We've felt the chill winds for 
seasons now. This is no mere goblin raid!" 

But from the southern magnates and the more insulated heartland 
nobles came skepticism, even outright denial. Duke Pellas of 
Silverstream rose, his silken robes rustling. "Archmage Falazar, with all 
due respect, your tales grow ever more… fanciful. The Entity of 
Solitude? These sound like the bogeyman stories of your youth! We 
have goblin incursions, yes, unfortunate and requiring a response. But to 
speak of a kingdom-wide, ancient evil based on the… observations of 



reclusive elves and the fear of northern peasants? Surely this is an 
overreaction." 

Chancellor Valerius quickly seconded him. "Indeed. Raising a full war 
levy, disrupting trade, alarming our southern neighbors with talk of 
ancient evils… these are drastic measures. Perhaps a reinforced border 
patrol, a punitive expedition against these specific goblins, would 
suffice?" 

The debate raged for the rest of an agonizing day, and into the next. It 
was a frustrating, bureaucratic juggernaut. Falazar, his patience worn 
thin, found himself repeatedly explaining, cajoling, even resorting to 
thinly veiled threats that left many nobles baffled but uneasy. Lord 
Marshal Tyrell presented stark logistical realities – the current state of 
Argren’s depleted armories, the time needed to muster and train new 
levies, the vulnerability of their northern supply lines. 

Ronigren, observing from the sidelines, felt a growing despair. The 
urgency he had felt in Oakhaven, the clear and present danger, seemed 
to dissipate in this hall of echoes and political maneuvering. Each lord 
had their own agenda, their own interpretation of the threat based on 
how directly it affected their lands and coffers. 

Countess Isolde of Ambervale, with her silken words, proposed a 
"measured response": a commission to investigate the Archmage’s 
claims further, a modest increase in funding for the northern garrisons, 
but no full-scale mobilization until "more concrete evidence" of this 
widespread threat was presented. It was a politically astute move, 
appealing to both the cautious and the skeptical, and it gained 
considerable traction. 

Falazar could have screamed. More concrete evidence? Would they wait 
until the Entity’s shadow fell directly over Kingstead itself? 

By the end of the second day, a fragile, painstakingly negotiated 
consensus began to emerge. It was far less than Falazar knew was 
needed, but more than he had initially feared the more entrenched 
skeptics would allow. Modest reinforcements would be sent north. 
Garrisons would be put on higher alert. An 'Office of Northern Concerns' 
would be established, headed by a council of three – one military 
appointee (likely one of Tyrell’s men), one nominated by the southern 



trade lords (likely Valerius’s pawn), and, after much pointed insistence 
from Falazar, one 'Arcane Advisor' (inevitably, it will have to be himself). 
The matter of the stone guardians was deferred, deemed too strange 
and unpredictable for immediate policy, to be "studied further" at 
Woodhall. 

The first day of the Great Council had been an exercise in exquisite 
frustration. As the lords and ladies retired to their comfortable chambers, 
their bellies full from the King’s banquet, Falazar retreated to the starlit 
solitude of the Citadel’s observatory. The air here, high above the city’s 
clamor, was cool and clean, a welcome respite from the perfumed 
artifice of the Great Hall. 

Ruthiel was already there, a silent silhouette against the constellations, 
seemingly as much a part of the ancient stones as the tower itself. The 
Elf had remained unseen by the Council, a decision Falazar had insisted 
upon, knowing their sudden appearance would only fuel the flames of 
skepticism and derision he already faced. 

As the city below gradually quieted, their conversation began. It was a 
dialogue that spanned centuries, a weaving together of elven lore and 
human arcane scholarship, a desperate attempt to understand the 
ancient enemy that stirred once more. 

"The Entity of Solitude," Ruthiel mused, "or as some of the oldest songs 
call it, 'An-Athame, The Hunger That Dwells Alone.' A more fitting name, 
perhaps. For it is not true solitude it seeks, but the solitude of utter, 
singular dominion. The silent oneness that comes when all other wills 
are extinguished or absorbed." 

Falazar nodded, his gaze fixed on a particularly distant, cold star. “My 
mentor, Lynneus, believed it to be a primordial force, perhaps a wound in 
the fabric of existence itself, given a malevolent consciousness. Not a 
god, but something older, more elemental. An echo of the void before 
creation, yearning to return all things to itself— 

"A compelling theory," Ruthiel chided. "The Sylvanesti lore speaks of it 
as a 'shadow of potential,' a consequence of the Weave’s first breath. 
That for every light cast, a corresponding darkness must exist, and 
An-Athame is that darkness, ever seeking to reclaim what was given 
form." They paused, their luminous eyes troubled. "But what troubles 



me, Archmage, is the focus of its current manifestations. The ransacking 
of dwarven wards, the targeted assault on your Oakhaven; these are not 
the actions of a mindless, sprawling void. There is a cunning, a strategic 
direction." 

"Precisely," Falazar agreed, pacing the confines of the observatory. 
"Which leads to the question: is the Entity itself evolving, learning? Or is 
there another hand guiding its resurgence, a mortal or divine agent using 
this ancient hunger for their own nefarious purposes?" 

The question hung for a dozen of heartbeats. 

"The War of Solitude," Ruthiel continued, "saw many fall to its whispers. 
Mortals, and even some of our own kin, seduced by promises of power, 
of an end to strife through absolute unity under its will.” 

Falazar sighed. "The hearts of mortals are fertile ground for such seeds, 
Ruthiel. Ambition, fear, desire for order at any cost… these are 
vulnerabilities An-Athame has always exploited." 

He spoke of Marta, the old woman from Oakhaven, and the key. He had 
dispatched a raven that very morning, summoning her to Kingstead. Her 
knowledge, her connection to the 'Keepers,' felt vital. "And the guardians 
themselves… ancient, powerful, but bound by rules we do not 
comprehend." 

As they spoke, a subtle, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the 
Weave, a faint, discordant note that made both Falazar and Ruthiel 
pause. It was distant, fleeting, but undeniably strange. 

"Did you feel that?" Falazar asked, his brow furrowed. 

Ruthiel nodded, their head tilted as if listening to a sound just beyond 
mortal hearing. "A ripple. Like a stone dropped into a still pool, but the 
stone itself was… unfamiliar. A power signature I do not recognize, yet it 
felt… potent. And ancient, in its own way." 

 

Meanwhile, Masillius Thorne’s wagon, laden with unsold wares and one 
conspicuously tall daughter, rumbled through Kingstead’s Southern Gate 
just as dusk was deepening into night. The city was a bewildering marvel 
to Sabine. Millford, with its familiar faces and quiet routines, seemed a 
lifetime away. Here, the sheer scale of everything – the towering stone 



buildings, the throngs of people from every walk of life, the strange 
languages and accents – was overwhelming. 

Even in the cosmopolitan swirl of Kingstead, where dwarven merchants 
haggled in guttural tones, and occasionally, a richly attired envoy from 
one of the southern Free Cities passed by with an air of aloof exoticism, 
Sabine drew stares. In Millford, her height had become a familiar fixture. 
She had grown up with the townsfolk; they had watched her sprout, 
season by season. But here, amongst strangers, her stature, well 
outside the normal human range, was an immediate object of curiosity 
and, for some, unease. 

Heads turned as she walked beside her father, helping him navigate the 
crowded streets towards a modest inn he knew near the merchants’ 
quarter. Whispers followed them like a breeze: "Look at the size of her!" 
"Is she… one of the Northern giants from the old tales?" "Surely not 
human… what is she?" 

Sabine tried to ignore them, her cheeks flushing slightly, but a familiar 
knot of self-consciousness tightened in her chest. She straightened her 
shoulders, trying to project an air of confidence she didn't quite feel. 
Masillius, sensing her discomfort, put a reassuring arm around her. 

A group of city guards straightened, their eyes lingering on her not with 
mockery, but with a professional assessment of her size and strength. A 
dwarven smith, his arms thick as hams, gave her a nod of grudging 
respect as she passed, while a richly dressed merchant woman pulled 
her child closer, her lips thin with disapproval, as if Sabine's very 
existence were an affront to the city's order. 

"Pay them no mind, lass," he said gruffly. "City folk are always looking for 
a new spectacle. Let them stare. We’ve got business to attend to, and 
coin to make from these gawking peacocks." 

Despite his bluster, Sabine knew he was worried. The amulet, now 
tucked safely beneath her tunic, felt cool against her skin. She found 
herself touching it often, a strange comfort in its intricate, unyielding 
chains. When her fingers brushed against it, she felt a deep, earthy 
tremor. It was a grounding sensation, a silent bass note beneath the 
sounds of the capital, a secret hum that was hers alone. 



The city, with its endless river of faces felt charged, alive, and a little bit 
dangerous. It was exactly the adventure she had yearned for, yet now 
that she was here, a part of her longed for the simple anonymity of 
Millford. The world, it seemed, was far more complicated, and her place 
in it far less certain, than she had ever imagined from the quiet banks of 
the Verdant River. 

 



Chapter 10: The March of Giants and the Murmur of Mice 

The Gilded Griffin was roaring with the boisterous, unrestrained clamor 
of Kingstead’s common folk and off-duty soldiery. The air in the 
sprawling common room was thick with the smell of spilled ale, roasting 
meat, pipe smoke, and damp wool. Torches and tallow candles cast a 
smoky light over a sea of rough-hewn tables and benches, packed with 
patrons seeking solace from the day’s labors or the city’s overwhelming 
press. The menu, chalked on a slate behind the scarred wooden bar, 
was simple but hearty: Turgon’s Famous Stew (contents unspecified, but 
always filling), Roasted River Perch, Hard Cheese and Black Bread, 
and, for the truly discerning, Mysterious Meat Pies. The ales were 
strong, the cider sharper, and the wine, mostly a rough vintage from the 
southern vineyards, was cheap. 

Corporal Gregan, looking decidedly out of place in frontier leathers 
amidst the more colorful attire of some city dwellers, was in his element. 
Perched on a stool, his fourth (or was it fifth?) tankard of ‘Dragon’s 
Breath’ ale, a brew notorious for its potency, clutched in his meaty fist, 
he was regaling a somewhat captive audience with his version of the 
events at Oakhaven. 

"...and there we were, lads, just forty of us against what must’ve been 
five hundred of them green-skinned devils!" Gregan declared, his voice 
booming over the general din. His audience consisted of a few 
weary-looking drovers, a couple of apprentices shirking their duties, and 
two city guardswomen trying, with limited success, to enjoy their own 
drinks. "Shaman on a wolf, big as a damned bear, breathin’ fire and 
brimstone – or somethin’ equally unpleasant, I tell ya!" 

Ronigren, nursing a weaker ale at a nearby table, watched with a 
mixture of amusement and mild embarrassment. Gregan’s tale grew 
more embellished with each retelling and each tankard. The forty men 
had become thirty, the goblins had multiplied, and the stone guardians 
now apparently answered to Gregan’s personal commands. 

"And Sir Ronigren here," Gregan gestured grandly towards his knight, 
nearly spilling his ale, "cool as a winter stream, he was! Cut down three 
of ‘em with one sweep of his blade, he did!" 



Ronigren offered a weak smile and a slight shake of his head, which 
Gregan conveniently ignored. The two city guardswomen exchanged 
exaggerated eye-rolls. “Another frontier hero,” one of them muttered 
dryly to her companion. “Give him another two ales and he'll claim he 
wrestled the shaman himself.” Her friend snorted into her tankard, 
clicking her tongue in a gesture of amused dismissal entirely lost on the 
corporal. Gregan seemed to interpret their attention as captivated 
admiration, flashing them what he considered a roguish grin, which 
mostly just made him look like he had a cramp. 

"Aye, ladies," he continued, puffing out his chest, "takes more than a few 
goblins to scare the lads from Lastwall, eh?" 

Ronigren sighed. Gregan was a good soldier, brave and loyal, but 
subtlety was not among his virtues. Still, the corporal’s boisterousness 
was a familiar comfort, a small island of frontier bluntness in the ocean of 
Kingstead’s complexities. 

It was then, as Ronigren’s gaze idly swept the crowded room, that he 
noticed them. A middle-aged man, clearly a merchant from his practical 
but well-made attire, was at the bar, counting out coins to the surly, 
one-eyed innkeeper. Trailing slightly behind him, looking both out of 
place and entirely self-possessed, was a girl. 

No, not a girl. A young woman, of a stature that made Ronigren 
straighten in his seat. She was impossibly tall, easily a head and 
shoulders above her companion, and indeed, above every other man in 
the Gilded Griffin. Her build had the lankyness of youth yet she moved 
with an unexpected grace as she waited for the merchant to conclude 
his business. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a simple braid, 
revealing a determined, thoughtful face. 

Ronigren frowned. He’d seen dwarves, of course, and even heard tales 
of the reclusive elves. But this… this was different. Perhaps it was the 
recent memory of the inhuman goblins, or the unsettling tales of ancient 
powers Falazar had hinted at, but he saw something uncanny in her, a 
hint of a scale and nature that didn't quite fit. It wasn't just her height; it 
was an indefinable quality, a sense of… potential, of something other. 

As the merchant finished his transaction, he gestured towards a 
massive, iron-bound trunk resting near the doorway. The girl nodded, 



and hefted the trunk onto her shoulder with an ease that made 
Ronigren’s eyebrows rise. The merchant, meanwhile, collected a key 
from the innkeeper and a platter laden with bread, cheese, and what 
looked like a portion of Turgon’s Stew. 

The pair began to make their way through the crowded room towards the 
narrow staircase that led to the inn’s upper chambers. As they passed by 
Ronigren’s table, he got a clearer look at the young woman. Her eyes 
were a startling, clear blue, and they held a spark of intelligence and a 
restless curiosity that seemed to take in everything around her. For a 
fleeting moment, their gazes met – his, one of puzzled, analytical 
observation; hers, a quick, slightly self-conscious glance before she 
focused on navigating the crowded space with her immense burden. 

The encounter was brief, unremarkable to anyone else in the raucous 
tavern. But for Ronigren, the sight of the impossibly tall girl lingered, 
another piece in a world that was rapidly becoming far stranger and 
more complex than he had ever imagined. He found himself wondering 
who she was, and what business brought such an unusual pair to 
Kingstead at such a volatile time. He dismissed it as idle curiosity, 
turning back to Gregan, who was now attempting to explain the precise 
aerodynamics of a goblin arrow to a deeply unimpressed stonemason.  

*** 

The days in Greyfang Tor bled into a grey, agonizing sameness for Nell. 
His broken leg throbbed incessantly, a dull counterpoint to the gnawing 
hunger and the ever-present fear. After the long, hushed conversation 
between the shaman and the disembodied melodious voice from behind 
the hide curtain, a new, grim energy had infused the goblin warren. The 
frantic, haphazard work had given way to a more focused, driven 
industry. 

Nell and a few other able-bodied captives were forced into labor. 
Chained together at the ankles, they were made to haul heavy baskets 
of freshly quarried stone from a newly excavated section of the warren 
towards the cavern where the strange siege engines were being built. 
His goblin overseer, a particularly vicious specimen with a missing ear 
and a fondness for using the butt of its spear, had attempted another 
"interrogation" earlier. Its grasp of the Argrenian tongue was abysmal, a 
string of garbled threats and demands for information about "shiny 



man-things" and "paths south." Nell, offering only grunts and confused 
shakes of his head, had earned another sharp blow for his troubles. 

During one of these grueling trips, he stumbled under the weight of his 
load near a side tunnel that offered a glimpse of the warren’s main 
thoroughfare, and he saw a sight that froze the blood in his veins. 

Columns of goblins, hundreds of them, armed and armored, snaking 
southwards, disappearing into the deeper tunnels that presumably led 
out of Greyfang Tor. This was no raiding party; this was an army on the 
move. But it wasn't just the goblins that terrified him. 

Marching amongst them, dwarfing the smaller creatures, were beings of 
nightmare. Easily two times the height of a human, their forms thick and 
massively muscled. Their skin a mottled greyish-brown, covered in thick, 
overlapping scales that looked like shards of rock or hardened bark. 
Their heads were sloped, almost triangular, with deep-set, off-white eyes 
that glowed with a hateful, quasi-sentient malevolence. Their faces were 
rough-cut, angular, with wide, lipless mouths filled with jagged, irregular 
teeth. They moved with a ponderous, earth-shaking tread, their 
impossibly heavy plate armor clanging with each step. Their massive, 
three-fingered hands clutched maces the size of small tree trunks, their 
heads studded with sharpened stones and jagged metal. 

Ogres? Trolls? Nell had heard tales of such creatures, imbued with a 
raw, primordial power and a chilling, focused intent. There were only a 
handful of them, perhaps half a dozen interspersed within the goblin 
ranks, but their presence transformed the goblin horde into an 
apocalyptic threat. One of them turned its head slightly as it passed, its 
off-white eyes sweeping over the cowering prisoners, and Nell felt a cold 
dread so deep it nearly stopped his heart. There was understanding in 
those alien eyes, a cruel amusement. 

The goblin overseer barked, jabbing Nell with its spear, forcing him to 
move on, his mind reeling. This was what the melodic voice and the 
shaman had been planning. This was the new face of the war. 

*** 

The Great Hall of the Royal Citadel felt stale, the air thick with the 
lingering scent of too many bodies. The vibrant banners seemed to hang 



a little limper, the grand pronouncements of the first day now reduced to 
dry recitations. 

King Elric IV, face etched with weariness, read from a parchment scroll 
held by a nervous-looking scribe. His voice carried a resigned note. 

"...and thus, by the collective wisdom of this Great Council," he intoned, 
"it is resolved: that the Northern Garrison at Lastwall shall be reinforced 
by two additional companies of foot from the King’s Own Midlanders, to 
be dispatched within the fortnight. A further Lance of horse, the Gryphon 
Riders from the Barony of Highcliff, shall be redeployed to Woodhall to 
support Shield-Captain Eghel’s Iron Lances." 

A polite murmur of assent rippled through the hall. Falazar, standing 
beside the throne, had to keep himself from scoffing. Two companies 
and a lance. Against the forces Ruthiel had described, against the true 
nature of the Entity, it was like trying to hold back a tidal wave with a 
fishing net. 

"Furthermore," the King continued, "an Office of Northern Concerns shall 
be established forthwith. Its mandate will be to gather intelligence, 
coordinate defensive measures, and advise this Council on further 
actions as deemed necessary. The esteemed members appointed to 
lead this Office are: Lord Grellen of Stonebridge, representing the 
military interests; Master Horatio Finnigan of the Southern Merchant 
Consortium, representing the economic considerations of the realm; and 
Archmage Falazar, serving as Arcane Advisor." 

Falazar mantained a neutral expression, though inwardly he winced. 
Grellen was a competent, unimaginative, staff officer. Finnigan was 
Chancellor Valerius’s man, a merchant whose primary concern would be 
how any military action might disrupt his lucrative trade routes. His own 
role, he knew, would be largely to provide dire warnings that would likely 
be diluted or dismissed. 

"The matter of the… constructs recovered from Oakhaven," the King 
paused, "shall be subject to further study by a select committee of 
scholars and mages, under the oversight of Archmage Falazar, at the 
secure facility of Woodhall. No offensive deployment of these entities 
shall be considered until their nature, control, and loyalties are fully 
ascertained." 



More delays. More committees. While stone giants capable of 
annihilating goblins sat inert, and Grellen’s two companies of foot 
soldiers marched slowly north. 

"Finally," the King concluded, rolling up the parchment, "this Great 
Council expresses its profound gratitude to Sir Ronigren of Varden for 
his bravery and clear testimony. A royal commendation shall be entered 
into the records." He offered Ronigren, standing amongst the observers, 
a brief, tired nod. 

And that was it. The Great Council, the grand assembly of Argren’s 
might and wisdom, had spoken. They had debated, compromised, they 
had issued their decrees. Small, strategic choices, carefully weighed and 
balanced, designed to address a "northern problem" without disrupting 
the kingdom’s delicate equilibrium. 

Falazar looked out over the assembly of nobles, many already turning to 
converse with their neighbors, their relief at the Council’s conclusion 
palpable. He thought of Ruthiel’s warnings, of the ancient, insidious 
Entity of Solitude. He thought of the chilling, unknown power he and the 
Elf had sensed in the Weave. Unbidden, an image flashed through his 
mind: a vision of massive, scaled creatures with hateful, off-white eyes, 
marching alongside a goblin horde, their tree-trunk maces clanging, a 
tide of darkness rolling south. 

The murmur of mice, he thought grimly, while giants stirred in the 
shadows. 

 

The Great Council concluded with a sigh of collective, if largely 
misplaced, relief from most of Argren’s assembled nobility. They 
dispersed back to their estates and city manors, their duty done, their 
consciences clear, leaving the newly formed Office of Northern Concerns 
to grapple with the messy details. 

Falazar, however, felt no such relief. The Council’s resolutions were a 
pathetically inadequate shield against the storm he knew was gathering. 
He needed allies within the new Office, individuals who understood the 
true stakes, not just political appointees concerned with budgets and 
border patrols. 



He sought out Sir Ronigren the following morning, finding him in the 
Citadel’s armory, overseeing the replacement of his battered frontier 
gear. The young man looked weary, the royal commendation doing little 
to alleviate his gloomy disposition. 

"Sir Ronigren," Falazar began, his voice cutting through the clang of 
steel. "A word, if you please." 

They walked through less frequented corridors of the Citadel, Falazar’s 
pace surprisingly brisk. "The Office of Northern Concerns," the 
Archmage said, without preamble. "A typically Argrenian solution – a 
committee to dilute responsibility and delay decisive action. Lord Grellen 
is a competent soldier, but he sees only what is placed directly before his 
nose. Master Finnigan sees only ledgers and profit margins. They will 
be… obstacles." 

Ronigren nodded with a grimace. "I had gathered as much, Archmage." 

"I require someone within that Office who has looked the beast in the 
eye," Falazar continued, his gaze intense. "Someone who understands 
that this is not merely a matter of reinforcing garrisons, but of confronting 
an ancient, insidious power. Someone whose testimony carries the 
weight of firsthand experience, not just hearsay or arcane theory." He 
paused. "I have suggested to Lord Marshal Tyrell that your recent 
experiences make you an invaluable asset to this new Office. As a 
special liaison, perhaps. Your insights would be… persuasive." 

Ronigren stopped, surprised. He was a knight of a minor house, a 
frontier soldier. To be part of such a high-level body, even as a liaison, 
was unexpected. He saw the shrewd calculation in Falazar’s ancient 
eyes. The Archmage was maneuvering, subtly applying pressure. To 
refuse would be to abandon the fight, to leave the understanding of 
Oakhaven’s horrors solely in the hands of bureaucrats and skeptics. 

"If the Lord Marshal and the King see fit, Archmage," Ronigren said 
slowly, "I will serve where I am most needed." 

Falazar gave a rare, almost imperceptible nod of satisfaction. "Good. 
Your voice will be a necessary counterweight to the… pragmatists." 

As they continued walking, a comfortable silence settled between them. 
Then, almost unbidden, Ronigren found himself speaking. 



"Archmage," he began, a strange compulsion guiding his words, "there is 
something else. Something… odd. Likely nothing of consequence, 
but…" He hesitated, feeling foolish, yet the image persisted. "The other 
night, in an inn, The Gilded Griffin. I saw a young woman. With a 
merchant, her father, perhaps. She was remarkably tall. Impossibly so. 
Easily a head and shoulders above any man there, yet clearly human in 
all other respects. There was an uncanniness about her, an eerie sense 
of… scale, of something not quite fitting. It was just a fleeting glimpse, 
but it struck me as… significant, though I cannot say why. With creatures 
of legend crawling out of the woods—" 

The Archmage, who had been walking with a brisk, even stride, came to 
a dead stop in the middle of the corridor. He turned fully to face Ronigren 
with startling, focused intensity. The casual dismissal Ronigren had 
expected was nowhere to be seen."Tall, you say? Unnaturally so? And 
human in appearance?" 

"Yes, Archmage. Strong, too. She carried a massive trunk with an ease 
that belied her youth." Ronigren felt a flush of embarrassment. "It is likely 
just a trick of the light, or my mind playing games after Oakhaven." 

The Archmage was silent for a long moment, his gaze distant, as if 
piecing together fragments of a vast, unseen mosaic. The news of the 
stone guardians from Oakhaven, Ruthiel’s tales of ancient powers 
stirring, and now this… a girl of giant stature in Kingstead. Ripples. 
Unsettling ripples in the Weave. 

"No, Sir Ronigren," Falazar said finally, his voice thoughtful. "Do not 
dismiss such instincts. The world is reawakening to older, stranger 
truths. What seems an oddity today may be a crucial piece of the puzzle 
tomorrow." He turned, his mind already racing. "Thank you for sharing 
that. It is… most intriguing." 

*** 

Later that day, as twilight once again settled over Kingstead, Falazar 
sought out Ruthiel in the quiet seclusion of the observatory. The Elf was 
gazing at the northern constellations, their expression somber. 

"Ruthiel," Falazar began, "Sir Ronigren spoke of an unusual sight. A 
young human woman in the city, of exceptional, almost giant-like 
stature." 



The Elf turned, their luminous eyes narrowing slightly. "Giant-like? How 
so?" 

"His description was vague, yet compelling. Well beyond the bounds of 
normal human growth. It brought to my mind… the old tales. The 
Jotunai. The Giants of the North." Falazar paused. "In my youth, before 
the War of Solitude had fully scoured such legends from common 
memory, there were a few scattered clans still dwelling beyond the Great 
Waste, in the uncharted territories where Argren’s old borders once 
frayed. Lynneus himself once speculated on their fate." 

Ruthiel nodded slowly. "The Jotunai, the Terra-Born, as our oldest songs 
name them. Indeed, they were a elder race, their strength tied to the 
very bones of the earth. Most believed them faded from the world long 
before the War of Solitude, their time ended, their great halls fallen to 
ruin and swallowed by the ice." A shadow crossed their features. "Yet, if 
the Entity of Solitude is truly stirring, it would seek to awaken or co-opt 
all ancient powers, all forgotten grievances. Even those of a people 
thought lost to time." 

"Could a descendant, perhaps one of mixed blood or a lineage long 
dormant, still exist?" Falazar mused. "And appear now, in Kingstead, as 
these other events unfold?" 

"Sometimes, threads long thought severed can re-emerge, drawn by the 
pull of great events. If such a one walks your city, she is either a beacon 
of unimaginable hope, or a pawn of terrifying potential." Ruthiel said. 

Falazar looked out at the sprawling, oblivious city below. The Office of 
Northern Concerns would bicker over troop deployments and supply 
lines. The King would fret over his divided Council. And meanwhile, 
ancient powers, forgotten races, and the tendrils of an insidious, 
world-consuming Entity were all converging. The uncanniness Ronigren 
had sensed in a tall girl at an inn might indeed be another crucial, and 
deeply unsettling, piece of the unfolding drama. 

 



Chapter 11: The Archmage’s Grumbling Errand Boy 

Artholan, Mage of the Seventh Circle (a distinction he felt his master, 
Archmage Falazar, consistently and deliberately overlooked), stalked the 
cobbled streets of Kingstead’s merchant quarter with an air of stoic, 
simmering indignation. Sixty years he’d dedicated to the rigorous study 
of the Weave, mastering the intricate threads of Elementalism, the subtle 
currents of Divination, and even a respectable smattering of 
Transmutative Theory. And for what? To be dispatched like some 
pimply-faced apprentice on a glorified street-sweeping mission. 

"Find a 'remarkably tall girl' with a merchant," Falazar had instructed him, 
his ancient eyes twinkling with that infuriating blend of arcane wisdom 
and what Artholan privately considered senile whimsy. "Observe. Report. 
Do not engage unless absolutely necessary, and with the utmost 
discretion, you peevish young sprout." 

Young sprout! Artholan, whose neatly trimmed beard was already 
generously streaked with distinguished silver, seethed inwardly. The old 
crone still treated him as if he were the gangly youth who’d first 
nervously presented himself at the Citadel gates half a century ago. This 
"errand" was an insult, a tedious distraction from his actual research into 
the resonant frequencies of soul-bound obsidian (an endeavor that 
would revolutionize the field if only Falazar would grant him adequate 
resources instead of frittering them away on moonpetal cultivation). 

Kingstead, on this particular morning, seemed determined to exacerbate 
his foul mood. The streets were a chaotic mess of bellowing vendors, 
dawdling gawkers, and suspiciously pungent puddles. He navigated the 
throngs with a mage’s practiced disdain, his fine robes carefully hitched 
to avoid the worst of the mire. 

"Trinkets! Charms of the Southern Isles! Ward off ill luck and amorous 
badgers!" a particularly greasy-looking hawker yelled in his ear, 
brandishing a string of dubious-looking shells. Artholan withered him with 
a glare that could (and occasionally did) curdle milk at fifty paces. 

He peeked into a tavern – The Tipsy Troll. A few bleary-eyed patrons 
stared back, a quick conjuring of bright silver light casting off the 
shadows they sat in. No impossibly tall girls here, just the usual 
collection of life’s disappointments. He moved on, his lip curled in 



distaste. This was so beneath him. He should be communing with the 
Aether, not wading through the dregs of society. 

His instructions were to be observant, however, and despite his 
grumbling, Artholan possessed a keen eye. He noted the increased 
number of provincial soldiers in the streets, with their ill-fitting armor and 
bewildered expressions. He saw the anxious faces of merchants 
discussing rising prices and disrupted trade routes. The "northern 
trouble," as the common folk were calling it, was more than just a rumor. 

He paused at a stall displaying an array of goods that, despite his 
current mood, caught his interest. These were K’thrall artifacts – fishing 
implements of intricately woven reeds and sharpened bone. Knives with 
blades of obsidian so black they seemed to drink the light. Strangely 
shaped ceramic pots adorned with swirling, abstract patterns. The 
craftsmanship, though alien, was sophisticated. He leaned closer, 
examining a particularly ingenious multi-barbed fishing spear. Such 
items were rare in Kingstead, only seen in the collections of the most 
eccentric nobles or, of course, Falazar’s own cluttered chambers. 

"Impressive, are they not?" a cheerful, booming voice said beside him. 

Artholan, startled from his professional assessment, turned to see a 
portly, middle-aged merchant beaming at him. "Masillius Thorne, at your 
service! Freshly arrived from the K’thrall Fens, with a fine selection of 
their unique wares!" 

Artholan merely harrumphed, his gaze already drifting past the 
merchant, scanning the area… and froze. 

Unloading another massive, clanging bundle of K’thrall-made wind 
chimes and ceremonial rattles onto the stall’s bench was a young 
woman. Or rather, a young giantess.  

She matched Falazar’s description perfectly. Her head, even as she 
stooped to arrange the items, was a good foot above Masillius’. Her 
shoulders were broad, her arms strong and capable as she handled the 
heavy load with a casual ease. Her dark hair was tied back, revealing a 
profile that was, Artholan had to admit with a grudging aesthetic 
appreciation, quite striking in its own unique, large-scale way. 

This had to be her. The "oddity." The "unsettling ripple." 



The girl, oblivious to the mage’s scrutiny, finished arranging the K’thrall 
trinkets, a small frown of concentration on her face. She then 
straightened, her full height even more apparent, and glanced around 
the bustling marketplace, her clear blue eyes taking in the sights with a 
mixture of curiosity and an underlying wariness. 

Artholan felt a strange prickle on his skin, almost like the hum of a 
miscalibrated scrying orb. It wasn't coming from the girl, precisely, but it 
seemed to… resonate around her, as if her very presence subtly warped 
the local arcane currents. Or perhaps, he thought with a renewed surge 
of irritation, it was just the lingering effects of the awful sausage roll he’d 
consumed for breakfast. 

He cleared his throat. Masillius turned back to him, still beaming. 
"Something catch your eye, good master…?" 

"Indeed," Artholan said, his voice smoother than his mood. He allowed a 
fraction of his carefully cultivated scholarly interest to show. "These 
K’thrall items are… remarkable. The young lady… your daughter, 
perhaps? She seems quite adept at handling them." 

Masillius chuckled. "Aye, that’s my Sabine. Strong as they come, and a 
quick learner." He patted Sabine’s arm proudly. "First trip to the capital, 
and already proving her worth." 

Sabine offered Artholan a polite, slightly shy smile. 

Artholan’s mind raced. Falazar had said "observe." He had said "report." 
He had not said "accost the subject of your observation in the middle of 
a crowded marketplace and demand she accompany you to a meeting 
with an ancient, eccentric Archmage." Discretion was the key. However, 
he would perhaps indulge in a small measure of personal satisfaction in 
not immediately running back to the old crone like a… well, like a young 
sprout. 

"Fascinating," Artholan murmured, his eyes flicking between Sabine and 
a particularly intricate K’thrall net. "Perhaps, good merchant, when your 
business here is concluded for the day, I might prevail upon you and 
your… remarkable daughter for a brief consultation. I am a scholar, you 
see, with a keen interest in the cultures of the outlying regions. And my 
master… he has an even keener interest." 



He produced a small, unassuming calling card of fine parchment, upon 
which was inscribed, in elegant, arcane script: Artholan, Scholar-Adept 
of the Citadel. No mention of "Mage of the Seventh Circle," or 
"long-suffering disciple of an infuriatingly whimsical Archmage." Subtlety. 

Masillius looked at the card, at Artholan, then at Sabine, with surprise 
and a touch of paternal caution in his eyes. But the allure of a Citadel 
scholar’s interest, and a potentially wealthy patron, was a strong one. 

"A consultation, you say?" Masillius mused. "Well, I suppose… if our 
schedules permit…" 

Artholan smiled, a thin, academic expression that didn't quite reach his 
eyes. His errand, it seemed, was progressing. And perhaps, it wouldn't 
be quite as tedious as he had initially feared. The girl was certainly an 
anomaly. And anomalies, as any proficient mage knew, often herald 
interesting times. 

 

*** 

Marta arrived in Kingstead late in the afternoon, a small, indomitable 
figure amidst the Citadel's grandeur. She had traveled with a merchant 
caravan heading south, her presence unassuming, yet she carried within 
her the weight of Oakhaven’s tragedy and the mystery of the iron key. 
Falazar had arranged for her to be brought directly to his chambers, 
bypassing the usual bureaucratic hurdles. 

She found the Archmage in his chaotic tower room, Ruthiel of the 
Sylvanesti a silent, ethereal presence beside him. The Elf’s luminous 
eyes studied Marta with a keen intensity as she was ushered in, and the 
old woman suppressed a gasp at the sight of the elf, her somber 
composure stiffening for a moment. 

"Good woman Marta," Falazar said, his voice softer than usual "Your 
journey was swift, I trust?" 

"Swift enough, Archmage," Marta replied with a thin reverential smile. 
She clutched the small pouch that held the key. "The Keepers at 
Woodhall… they are quiet. Still as the stones they are made from. But 
the key still hums. Faintly." 



Falazar nodded. "Their nature remains a profound enigma. The legends 
you spoke of, of that hall being a 'fulcrum,' of the First Ones… are there 
any further fragments you recall? Anything about their activation, their 
purpose, beyond guarding a threshold?" 

Marta sighed, her brow furrowed in concentration. "The tales are like 
mist, Archmage. They shift and fade. My grandfather spoke of them as 
'Echoes of the Earth’s First Song,' bound to protect sacred places from… 
'the Hollow Men' or 'the Unmaking.' He said only a true heart, holding a 
true token, could stir them, and only in times of direst need. But what 
'true token' meant, or who the 'Hollow Men' were… those parts are lost 
to me, or perhaps they were never truly known." 

Ruthiel stepped forward, fluid and soundless. "The 'Hollow Men,' good 
woman… what an interesting turn of phrase. In the oldest Sylvanesti 
songs, there are fleeting references to the 'An-Vaer,' the Soulless Ones; 
constructs of immense power, animated by bindings rather than true 
spirit, often serving as guardians or weapons for elder races long faded 
from the world." 

"Soulless Ones…" Falazar mused. "It fits the indiscriminate nature of 
their power, their lack of discernible will beyond a single, focused action." 
He looked at the pouch in Marta’s hand. "And the key? The 'true token'?" 

Marta carefully drew out the iron key, its strange, intricate shape still 
faintly warm. She laid it on Falazar’s cluttered workbench, amidst star 
charts and alchemical apparatus. Both Falazar and Ruthiel leaned 
closer, their expressions intent.  

A chirpy knock came at the chamber door. Falazar, annoyed at the 
interruption, called, "Enter!" 

The door opened to reveal Artholan, hands clasped behind his back, his 
expression a carefully schooled neutrality that barely concealed his 
underlying mixture of triumph and exasperation. Behind him stood 
Masillius, looking awed and intimidated by the Archmage’s legendary 
chambers, and beside him, towering over both men, was Sabine. 

"Archmage Falazar," Artholan announced, with a slight, almost sarcastic 
emphasis on the title. "As per your request… I present Master Masillius 
Thorne, merchant, and his daughter, Sabine. They have a fascinating 



collection of K’thrall artifacts, and Master Thorne was amenable to a… 
scholarly consultation." 

The young woman looked even more striking in person than Ronigren’s 
description had implied. Her height was indeed extraordinary, the quiet 
strength in her eyes, the almost preternatural stillness she possessed 
despite her youth, caught his attention. And he felt again that faint, 
peculiar ripple in the Weave. 

"Welcome, Master Thorne, and Mistress Sabine," Falazar said, his eyes 
keenly observing the girl. "Artholan speaks of your remarkable K’thrall 
wares. I confess a certain… academic interest in such things." 

Masillius, flustered, began to speak of his trade, but Sabine’s attention 
was drawn elsewhere. Her gaze fell upon the iron key lying on Falazar’s 
workbench. A strange expression crossed her face. 

Unconsciously, her hand went to her own chest. 

Marta, seeing the direction of Sabine’s gaze, felt a sudden, inexplicable 
kinship. "Your… your necklace, child," she said softly, her voice raspy. 
"May I see it?" 

Sabine hesitated, then, with a glance at her father who nodded 
encouragingly, she carefully drew out the long, intricately woven 
chain-link amulet. As she held it forth, the cool metal gleamed dully in 
the arcane light of Falazar’s chamber. 

A collective gasp, soft but audible, came from Falazar and Ruthiel. Even 
Artholan’s carefully constructed nonchalance wavered, his eyes 
widened. 'Elder Weaving.' The term, a half-forgotten footnote from the 
most obscure arcane texts, slammed into his mind. This 'glorified 
street-sweeping mission' could become one of the most significant 
arcane discoveries of the century. A small, unbidden professional thrill 
ran through him.  

The amulet, though different in its rope-like form, was strikingly similar in 
its style to Marta’s key, carrying the same aura of immense, forgotten 
antiquity. 

"By the First Stars…" Ruthiel said, stepping closer, their eyes darting 
from the amulet in Sabine’s hand to the key on the workbench. "The 
craftsmanship... This is no common smith-work. This is Elder Weaving." 



Falazar looked at Sabine "The Soulless, bound to the Giants…" 

"The Jotunai," Ruthiel murmured "These 'Keepers'… they resonate with 
the oldest tales of the Jotunai and their Earth-Bound protectors. If this 
young woman is indeed of that lineage, and carries such a Chain of 
Command…" 

The implication hung heavy in the air. Sabine, holding the ancient 
amulet, looked from the Archmage to the Elf to the old woman from 
Oakhaven, a dawning awareness illuminating her expression. 

Sabine stared at the chain-link amulet in her hand, then at the iron key 
on the workbench. 

Masillius, his usual jovial demeanor completely vanished, looked from 
his daughter to the Archmage, his face pale. "The… the carriage…" he 
stammered, the memory surfacing, sharp and unwelcome. "When I 
found her… it was near the Bleeding Marshes, on the very edge of 
K’thrall territory. Fifteen years ago, it was. The carriage was… 
obliterated. Smashed to kindling, like a giant had stepped on it. No 
horses, no driver, no other… passengers. Just Sabine." 

His gaze softened as he looked at his daughter, then hardened again at 
the memory. "She was just a babe, wrapped in a fine blanket, silent as a 
stone, her eyes wide and petrified. I almost missed her. It was the 
amulet… this very chain… I saw it gleaming amidst the wreckage, 
caught on a splintered piece of wood. That’s what drew my eye to where 
she lay hidden." 

He took a shuddering breath. "The ground around… it was a battlefield. 
Scarred earth, uprooted trees. K’thrall blood, that blue-green ichor of 
theirs, was spilt everywhere. But there were other tracks too, massive 
ones, confused and churning the mud, leading away into the depths of 
the marsh. It looked like… like a desperate flight, or a terrible, one-sided 
slaughter." 

Sabine lowered her head, a lock of hair escaping to cover her left eye as 
she placed a comforting hand on her father’s shoulder. 

Falazar and Ruthiel exchanged a grim look. “A Jotunai child fleeing with 
a K’thrall escort, or perhaps the K’thrall were the attackers? Attacked by 
what? The Entity’s servants, even then, fifteen years ago? Falazar 
mused. 



"The amulet was her only inheritance," Masillius finished, his voice 
breaking. "I never knew… I just thought it was a curious, well-made 
trinket." 

Falazar paced his cluttered chamber, his mind a whirlwind of 
connections and possibilities. He couldn't wait for committees and 
bureaucrats to slowly, painstakingly arrive at conclusions that would 
likely be too little, too late. Fate had delivered him a set of extraordinarily 
potent, if deeply enigmatic, tools. 

"The Office of Northern Concerns," Falazar said, his voice sharp with a 
new resolve, a glint of his old, formidable fire returning to his eyes. "A 
ponderous beast, yes. But perhaps even a ponderous beast can be 
guided… if one knows which levers to pull."  

Falazar turned to the others. "Marta, good woman, your wisdom and 
your connection to the Oakhaven Keepers are invaluable. Master 
Thorne, your knowledge of the borderlands and your guardianship of 
Mistress Sabine have placed you at the heart of this. Artholan," he fixed 
his disciple with a stern look that momentarily quelled any burgeoning 
protest, "your arcane skills, however much you may prefer the 
theoretical, will be required for practical application." 

Finally, his gaze rested on Sabine. "And Mistress Sabine… you, child, 
may hold a key – perhaps quite literally – to powers that could shift the 
very balance of this coming war. Your heritage, your amulet… these are 
not mere curiosities. They are responsibilities, and perhaps, great 
strengths." The tall girl nodded awkwardly but held his gaze. 

He took a deep breath. "I ask all of you to return here, to my chambers, 
at midday tomorrow. The Office of Northern Concerns is scheduled for 
its first official assembly in the afternoon. Before that, we… will have our 
own council. The kingdom may be slow to awaken, but we cannot afford 
to be." 

 



Chapter 12: The Tremors in the Reeds 

The Old Silt-Speaker, whose true name was a series of clicks, whistles, 
and subtle chromatophore shifts across his mottled green-brown skin, 
lay utterly still. Only his large, golden-pupiled eyes, set wide on his 
broad, flat head, moved, peering through a carefully arranged screen of 
woven reeds and flowering water-hyacinths. His "abode," as the 
dry-skins might call it, was a semi-submerged dome of hardened mud, 
river stones, and intricately layered bog-wood, its exterior so artfully 
adorned with living swamp flora that to an untrained eye, it appeared 
merely another tussock in the moon-drenched night of the Western 
Border Marshes. 

Tonight, the usual symphony of the marsh – the chirrup of night-frogs, 
the buzz of blood-flies, the distant splash of a hunting marsh-cat – was 
muted, replaced by a far more sinister chorus: the squelch of countless 
heavy feet, guttural shouts, the clang of metal, and a earth-shaking tread 
that vibrated through the water and into the Silt-Speaker’s very bones. 

The horde. The Scuttlers and the Stone-Shards. They were passing less 
than a spears' throw from his hidden dwelling, a river of destruction 
cutting a swathe through the familiar waterways and reed-beds. 

His three hearts beat a slow, deliberate rhythm against his ribs, a 
practiced calm learned over many seasons of observing the often-brutal 
dance of life and death in the fens. But this… this was different.  

He watched, unblinking. Scuttlers numerous as biting gnats after a storm 
swarmed through the shallows, their torches casting flickering, demonic 
shadows on the water. They plundered the modest, half-submerged 
homesteads of his kin – dwellings much like his own, though perhaps 
less artfully concealed. He saw them dragging out woven reed baskets 
filled with preserved fish-strips and sun-dried tubers, smashing intricately 
carved ceremonial totems fashioned from prized driftwood, and setting 
fire to the carefully cultivated patches of luminous moss that lit K’thrall 
pathways. Their joy in destruction was a palpable, ugly thing. 

Then came the Stone-Shards. The Silt-Speaker had never seen their 
like, though the oldest spawning-songs hinted at such beings from the 
deep-time, before the K’thrall had learned to weave the reeds or speak 
the silt. Their massive, scaled forms moved with a ponderous 



invincibility, tree-trunk maces crushing K’thrall fish-weirs and defensive 
mud-banks with contempt. Their sickly off-white eyes seemed to absorb 
the moonlight, reflecting nothing but a cold, hateful emptiness. 

The Silt-Speaker’s thoughts were not in the clumsy, linear word-strings 
of the dry-skins. They were a flow of interconnected sensory 
impressions, ancestral memories, and probability-weavings. He felt the 
fear of his scattered kin, a discordant tremor in the shared 
water-knowing of his people. He tasted the metallic tang of spilled 
K’thrall blood on the night air, carried by the faint breeze. He saw the 
patterns of their advance, the brutal efficiency that spoke of a guiding will 
far greater than the Scuttlers themselves. 

His own dwelling, thank the Deep Coils, was well-sited, built upon a 
submerged knoll that the main horde, following a shallower channel, was 
bypassing. His camouflage, honed over generations by his lineage of 
Silt-Speakers, was holding. For now. 

He thought of the warning-currents he had tried to send through the 
deep-water channels, the subtle pressure waves and scent-markings 
that alerted other K’thrall communities further south. Would they be 
heeded? Would they be enough? His people were not warriors in the 
dry-skin sense. Their strength lay in resilience, in adaptation, in their 
deep understanding of the marsh’s embrace. They had no standing 
armies, no fortresses of stone. Their defenses were the labyrinthine 
waterways, the sucking mud, the venomous flora and fauna, and their 
ability to melt into the landscape like morning mist. 

But against such numbers, such raw power, such focused malice… 

He saw a group of Scuttlers dragging a captured K’thrall, a young female 
from the neighboring spawning-ground, her limbs thrashing, her 
distress-clicks sharp and piercing even above the horde’s din. One of the 
Stone-Shards, with a guttural rumble that might have been laughter, 
backhanded her with casual brutality, sending her sprawling into the 
mud, silencing her. 

The Silt-Speaker’s chromatophores flashed a deep, angry crimson for a 
moment, a wave of cold fury rippling through his usually placid thoughts. 
He forced himself back to stillness, to observation. Rage was a dry-skin 



indulgence, a fire that consumed the self. The K’thrall way was to 
endure, to remember, and, when the tide turned, to reclaim. 

The moon, a pale disc in the inky sky, cast its cold light on the receding 
tide of invaders. The trail of destruction left behind – smoldering 
reed-huts, befouled waters, the faint cries of the dying – was a fresh scar 
upon the ancient face of the marsh. The Silt-Speaker knew his duty. He 
would remain. He would observe. He would remember every detail, 
every atrocity. And when the time was right, he would carry the full 
weight of this witnessing to the Great Spawning Pools, to the Eldest 
Weavers. 

The dry-skins, with their clattering metal and their loud, angular thoughts, 
knew little of the true depths, the ancient currents that flowed beneath 
their mundane world. But the marsh remembered. And the K’thrall, 
children of the silt and shadow, remembered with it. The tremors sent by 
this terrible horde would not be forgotten. 

 

*** 

The first official assembly of the newly minted Office of Northern 
Concerns convened in a chamber imposing enough, with its dark wood 
paneling and stern portraits of past Argrenian military leaders. 

Lord Grellen of Stonebridge, a man whose military experience was more 
in logistics than frontline combat, presided with a by-the-book formality. 
Master Horatio Finnigan of the Southern Merchant Consortium, his 
fingers already tapping impatiently on a stack of ledgers, looked as if 
he’d rather be somewhere profits were being actively generated. 
Archmage Falazar sat like a storm cloud, his ancient eyes missing 
nothing in their glare. And Sir Ronigren of Varden, newly appointed as 
"Special Liaison," looked like a dove trapped in a cage of sparrows. 

The meeting began predictably: Lord Grellen outlined the Office’s 
mandate. Master Finnigan immediately raised concerns about the 
potential cost of "any precipitous military actions" and the disruption to 
northern trade routes. 

Falazar listened. When Finnigan began to suggest that perhaps the 
Oakhaven incident was an "isolated anomaly, likely instigated by 



unusually aggressive local goblin tribes, perhaps agitated by a harsh 
winter," the Archmage finally spoke. 

"Master Finnigan," Falazar’s voice was deceptively mild, yet it cut 
through the merchant’s droning like a shard of ice. "Were you perhaps 
present at Oakhaven when the shaman’s enchanted ram was splintering 
an ancient oak door? Or when creatures of living stone rose to defend 
the innocent? Have your ledgers perchance informed you of the new, 
scaled behemoths now marching alongside these 'unusually aggressive 
local tribes'?" 

Finnigan flushed, sputtering a retort about "unsubstantiated claims" and 
"arcane hyperbole." 

"The claims, Master Finnigan, are far from unsubstantiated. And the 
truth is often more hyperbolic than your accounts. With your permission, 
Lord Grellen, I have a witness whose testimony might… illuminate the 
broader context of these 'local tribal agitations.'" 

Before Grellen could do more than blink in surprise, Falazar gestured 
towards the chamber door, which opened to admit Ruthiel of the 
Sylvanesti. 

Master Finnigan choked on his water. Lord Grellen’s monocle nearly 
popped from his eye. Even the stoic guards by the door straightened. 

Ruthiel, twilight robes flowing, moved with an ageless grace to the center 
of the room. "Greetings, esteemed members of this council," their 
melodic voice resonated. "I am Ruthiel, of the Sylvanesti. And I bring 
word from the ancient forests of the northwest." 

They proceeded to recount the same dire warnings they had shared with 
Falazar: the ransacked dwarven sites, the stolen artifacts of power, the 
unnatural mustering of orc warbands, the terror gripping the wild 
creatures, and the clear signs of a coordinated, malevolent intelligence 
guiding these events. 

The impact was profound. This was no mere frontier knight’s tale, nor an 
Archmage’s arcane theorizing. This was an Elf, a being of immense age 
and legendary wisdom, speaking of tangible, widespread threats that 
dwarfed the Oakhaven incident. 



When Ruthiel finished, a stunned silence filled the chamber. Master 
Finnigan looked considerably less confident, his ledgers forgotten. Lord 
Grellen was pale. 

Falazar seized the moment. "As you can see," he said, his voice now 
carrying the full weight of his authority, "the situation is far graver than a 
few skirmishes. We are facing a multi-front resurgence of ancient 
hostilities, likely orchestrated by a singular, potent enemy. To merely 
reinforce existing garrisons is to plug a sieve with pebbles. We need 
intelligence. We need to understand the enemy’s objectives, the source 
of their new strength, and the nature of the powers they are unearthing – 
and those we might ourselves possess." 

His gaze fell on the knight, who had been observing the unfolding scene 
with trepidation. 

"Sir Ronigren," Falazar commanded, his tone leaving no room for 
debate. "You are now officially attached to this Office. I require you to 
assemble a small, trusted contingent. Men and women of skill, 
discretion, and courage, who understand the true nature of the threats 
we face. Individuals who will act, not just deliberate." 

Ronigren nodded, “You're not asking for soldiers, Archmage,” he said, 
his voice low but firm. “You're asking for survivors. People who have 
seen the impossible and didn't break.” Gregan, Myanaa, Finn... yes. He 
knew exactly who to call.  

"Their initial destination," Falazar explained, "will be Woodhall, to consult 
with Marta and further examine the 'Keepers.' From there, they will 
proceed further east, towards the borderlands of the K’thrall Fens, to the 
very region where the merchant discovered the young woman, Sabine, 
and her amulet. We must seek answers there: to the girl’s origins, to the 
amulet’s purpose, and perhaps, to the nature of the power that 
destroyed her convoy and may now be stirring once more." 

He named the proposed members: “Sir Ronigren...”  

Ronigren felt a jolt, a mixture of duty and a strange, unexpected thrill. 
This was it. Not waiting in Kingstead, not observing from the sidelines, 
but going back into the wild, seeking answers at the point of a sword if 
need be. It was a daunting prospect, but it felt right in a way that the 



polished halls of the Citadel never could. This was a mission he 
understood.  

“His chosen military companions, the elder Marta, the merchant Masillius 
Thorne, the mage Artholan, and young Sabine herself.” 

Lord Grellen, still reeling from Ruthiel’s testimony, looked to Master 
Finnigan, who for once, seemed at a loss for words.  

"This expedition," Grellen began, hesitantly, "it would require 
resources… funding…" 

"Indeed," Falazar said smoothly. "A modest investment, Lord Grellen, for 
intelligence that could save the kingdom from ruin. I am certain Master 
Finnigan can find the necessary allocations within the contingency funds 
of this very Office." 

Before Finnigan could fully recover his composure to argue, Ruthiel 
spoke again, their voice calm but resolute. "If this expedition proceeds, 
Archmage, members of this Council, I would ask to accompany them." 

Another wave of surprise rippled through the room. An Elf, offering to 
join a human-led expedition into perilous territory? It was unheard of. 

"The Sylvanesti have an ancient stake in the balance of these lands," 
Ruthiel stated. "The region you speak of, near the K’thrall Fens and the 
forgotten borders, holds echoes of powers my people once contended 
with alongside the Jotunai. My knowledge of the terrain, of the ancient 
tongues, and of An-Athame’s influence, may prove… useful. And," the 
elf added, averting their gaze "I confess a profound interest in the fate of 
any who might carry the lineage of the Terra-Born." 

Falazar, though surprised by Ruthiel's offer, immediately saw its 
immense value. An Elven guide and protector, with knowledge stretching 
back centuries? It transformed the expedition from a risky venture into 
something with a far greater chance of success. 

Lord Grellen and a now thoroughly cowed Master Finnigan reluctantly 
acceded. The Office of Northern Concerns, in its very first official act, 
sanctioned the expedition. The funds would be allocated, the necessary 
permissions granted. 

Falazar allowed himself a thin smile. The game was afoot, and he had 
just moved several crucial pieces onto the board. 



 

*** 

The depths of Greyfang Tor throbbed with a malevolent pulse. Nell, his 
consciousness a fickle candle flame in a storm of pain and terror, found 
himself no longer hauling stones, but chained upright to a massive, 
rotting tree trunk.  

The wood was slick, smeared with old, dried blood that flaked away at 
his touch, and coated in patches of viscous, unidentifiable materials that 
oozed a faint, sickly sweet odor. A bright, unnatural moss, glowing with a 
faint, internal luminescence, seeped from the cracks in the decaying 
timber, casting eerie shadows on his haggard face. 

He was not alone. Four other prisoners – the woodsman, one of the 
trappers, and the mother and her eldest child he’d seen earlier – were 
similarly bound to equally grotesque trunks, arranged in a grim 
semicircle. Before them, in the center of the cavern, stood an altar 
fashioned from piled animal skulls and large, blackened femurs.  

Upon this bone altar, a collection of jagged obsidian shards and twisted 
metal fetishes pulsed with an unnatural, sickly white-green light, casting 
the entire chamber in its ghastly glow. The air was thick with the coppery 
tang of fresh blood, the cloying scent of the glowing moss, and an 
underlying hum of dark, resonant power. 

The goblin shaman stood before the altar, his bone-adorned form 
silhouetted against the eerie light. His massive scarred wolf lay at his 
feet, its red eyes fixed on the prisoners, a low growl rumbling in its chest. 
Flanking the shaman were two other goblins Nell hadn’t seen before. 
They were taller than the average Scuttler, draped in tattered, 
blood-stiffened robes, their faces painted with white and black ritualistic 
markings. Each carried a shallow, intricately carved obsidian bowl, filled 
to the brim with dark, steaming blood. 

A low, guttural chant began, initiated by the shaman, then picked up by 
the two robed figures. It was a sound that vibrated in Nell’s teeth, a 
dissonant chorus of deep, resonant drones that seemed to claw at his 
sanity. The glowing moss on the trunks pulsed in time with the chant, its 
light intensifying and dimming in a sickening rhythm. 



The shaman raised his hands, and the chanting grew louder, more 
frenzied. He took a short, wickedly curved ritual knife from the altar, its 
obsidian blade gleaming dully. He dipped it into one of the blood-filled 
bowls held by a robed attendant, then held it aloft, muttering incantations 
that Nell couldn’t understand.The blade seemed to absorb the blood, a 
faint, dark vapor rising from its surface. He carefully wrapped the hilt of 
the knife in a strip of what looked like skin, disturbingly supple. 

With slow, deliberate steps, the shaman approached the first prisoner, 
the woodsman, whose eyes were wide with a terror so profound it had 
rendered him mute.  

The shaman paused before him, his masked face unreadable. With a 
brutal thrust he jammed the blood-imbued, skin-wrapped knife from the 
hollow of the woodsman’s collarbone down deep towards his heart. 

The woodsman gave a choked, gurgling cry, his body convulsing against 
the chains. A torrent of dark blood erupted from the wound. The shaman 
held the knife in place for a long moment, his head tilted as if listening to 
something Nell couldn’t hear, then, with a sharp twist, he withdrew the 
blade. He barked a command, and one of the robed attendants stepped 
forward, using a smaller, sharper knife to swiftly cut the leather binding 
the woodsman to the trunk. 

The woodsman’s body slumped, lifeless… for a heartbeat. 

Then, with a sickening, unnatural jerk, it straightened. The eyes, 
moments before glazed with death, snapped open, revealing not the 
familiar spark of life, but a sickly, off-white glow. A low, guttural moan 
escaped the woodsman’s lips, devoid of all humanity. His movements 
were stiff, puppet-like, but he stood, head lolling slightly, his gaze vacant 
yet somehow… expectant.  

He was no longer the woodsman. He was something else, something 
bound by dark sorcery to a new, terrible master. 

One by one, the shaman repeated the horrific ritual. The trapper. The 
terrified mother, whose silent tears streamed down her face as the 
obsidian blade plunged into her. Her child, who screamed until the very 
end. Each time, the same gruesome transformation. The blood, the 
chant, the skin-wrapped knife, the severing of chains, the unnatural 
reanimation. Four new thralls, their bodies still bearing the marks of their 



violent deaths, now stood in a silent, gruesome line, awaiting 
commands. 

Nell watched, his mind a maelstrom of horror and despair. He tried to 
scream, but no sound came. He pulled at his chains, but they held firm, 
biting into his raw wrists. He was next. 

The shaman approached him, the last obsidian knife already dripping 
with fresh blood, its skin-wrapped hilt slick. The sickly white-green light 
from the altar pulsed, the chanting reached a fever pitch, the stench of 
death and dark magic overwhelming. Nell closed his eyes, a single, 
desperate prayer to any forgotten god who might still listen echoing in 
the ruins of his mind. 

He felt the cold, sharp point of the obsidian blade press against his 
collarbone. A searing, unimaginable pain lanced through him. His old 
awareness, his memories, his very sense of self, began to fray, to 
unravel, consumed by an encroaching, icy darkness. The last thing he 
saw before the void claimed him was the shaman’s masked face, and 
behind it, the hungry, off-white glow in the eyes of his newly reanimated 
former companions. 

Then, nothing. 

And then… a new awareness. Cold. Empty. Obedient. He felt the chains 
fall away. He rose, his movement stiff, his gaze fixed on the shaman, 
awaiting the will of his new master.  

The trapper named Nell was gone, consumed by the blood altar of 
Greyfang Tor. Another servant of evil had been forged in the heart of the 
goblin’s lair. 

 



Chapter 13: The Road from Kingstead 

The gates of Kingstead closed behind them with a dull thud. Dawn was a 
pale blush on the eastern horizon, painting the dew-kissed fields of inner 
Argren in hues of pearl and rose. The air was cool and carried the scent 
of damp earth and wildflowers. 

Sir Ronigren of Varden, mounted on his sturdy warhorse Stormchaser, 
led the way. The events of the past weeks had chipped away at his 
ingrained frontier cynicism. The drudgery of his earlier postings, the 
disillusionment, had all been a prelude. This task felt significant, a true 
test of all he had learned and endured. 

Beside him, Corporal Gregan maintained a stream of commentary, his 
bravado a familiar if sometimes grating counterpoint to the gravity of 
their mission. "Right then, Sir Knight! First stop, Glencross, eh? Hear 
they brew a decent ale there. Not as good as The Weary Axe back in 
Lastwall, mind, but it'll do to wash the road dust down." 

Finn, the tracker, rode a little apart, constantly scanning the surrounding 
landscape, while Myanaa the Whisper-Kin mostly walked, with an easy, 
ground-eating stride. She would occasionally stoop to pluck a leaf or 
examine a flower. To the untrained eye, she was merely observing the 
flora; to those who knew her, she was reading a living map, gathering 
edible roots, medicinal herbs, and subtle signs of the land’s health. 

Mage Artholan, reluctantly mounted on a placid mare that seemed to 
mirror his own air of resigned displeasure, maintained an aloof distance 
from the more martial members of the group. His attempts at 
conversation were polite and invariably tinged with a condescending air. 
"The agrarian predictability of these heartland landscapes," he remarked 
to Masillius at one point, "while aesthetically uninspired, does at least 
provide a stable thaumaturgic baseline, unlike the chaotic emanations of, 
say, an active volcanic region. Or, indeed, a poorly maintained 
privy."Masillius listened with the patient endurance and the effortless 
smile of a seasoned merchant accustomed to eccentric clients. 

Sabine was wide-eyed at the new sights, the rolling hills and well-tended 
farms of inner Argren so different from the river lands around Millford, 
her observations often laced with a sarcastic wit that seemed her 



primary defense against a world that must often make her feel like an 
outsider. 

Marta rode in a small cart Masillius had procured. The sorrow of her lost 
home and kin was a shadow in her eyes, but beneath it lay a core of iron 
resoluteness.  

The Elf moved with a silent, ethereal grace, seeming to glide beside 
them, their twilight robes barely stirring. They were an enigma, a being of 
immense age and unfathomable knowledge, yet they offered little 
unsolicited. Their attention seemed divided, probably questing with 
senses unknown, senses that perceived realms beyond human 
comprehension, scanning the horizon as if reading portents invisible to 
all others. 

Their first destination was the market town of Glencross, a day’s ride 
from Kingstead, a staging post on the main northern road that would 
eventually lead them towards Woodhall. The landscape they traversed 
was one of pastoral beauty, the heart of Argren’s agricultural strength – 
fields of ripening grain, orchards heavy with fruit, small, prosperous 
villages nestled in verdant valleys. It was a land that had known peace 
for generations. 

Sabine found Ruthiel both fascinating and intimidating, unsure how to 
address a being who seemed to carry the weight of ages in their gaze, 
she watched the elf glide beside them, a hundred questions buzzing in 
her mind like trapped bees. What does it feel like? To be so old? To have 
seen the world change? Do you remember them? The Jotunai? My 
people? But the words always died in her throat. How could you ask 
such a question of a being who looked like they were carved from 
moonlight and sorrow? 

The road to Glencross unfurled before them, a ribbon of packed earth 
winding through rolling hills that gradually gave way to steeper, more 
rugged terrain. By late afternoon on their first day out from Kingstead, 
they began to hear the distant roar of water, and soon, the land fell away 
sharply before them, revealing the impressive sight of the Glencross 
Canyon. 

The canyon was a deep, dramatic slash in the earth, carved by the 
fast-flowing River Glaen. Spanning its narrowest point, a dizzying drop 



below, was the famed Glencross Bridge – an ancient, massive structure 
of dark, weathered timber reinforced with iron bands, looking almost as 
old as the canyon itself. The town perched precariously on the canyon’s 
southern rim, a collection of sturdy stone and timber buildings clustered 
around the bridgehead. It was a natural chokepoint, a vital crossroads 
for anyone traveling northeast into the wilder territories or wishing to 
cross the formidable River Glaen. 

Down in the misty depths of the canyon, far below the bridge, they could 
glimpse a smaller community nestled along the riverbanks, the 
"Undertown," as it was known. A wondrous, intricate system of ropes, 
pulleys, and precarious-looking wooden platforms connected Undertown 
to Glencross proper, allowing for the transport of fish, goods, and people 
up and down the sheer cliff face. This ingenious system, coupled with 
the tolls from the bridge, had made Glencross a surprisingly prosperous 
hub. 

As they began their final approach, winding down a switchback path 
towards the bridge, Myanaa paused. "We have a follower," she 
murmured, her gaze fixed on a clump of ferns some fifty paces back 
along the trail. 

Ronigren reined in Stormchaser. "Bandits?" 

Myanaa shook her head, a smile playing on her lips. "No, Sir Varden. 
Something far more… fluffy." She pointed. "There. A black cat. It’s been 
shadowing us for the last league or so." 

The others looked. At first, they saw nothing. Then, a sleek form 
detached itself from the shadows of a weathered boulder. It was a cat, 
certainly, but unusually large for a common stray – bulky, well-muscled, 
its fur thick and glossy, suggesting a life far removed from the hardships 
of a feral existence. Yet it moved with a wildcat’s fluid grace, utterly at 
ease in the rugged terrain. It sat, licked a paw nonchalantly, and 
regarded them with intelligent, quizzical yellow eyes before disappearing 
back into the undergrowth. 

"Pampered house cat taking a stroll, perhaps?" Gregan grunted, 
unimpressed. 

"Perhaps," Myanaa said softly, her eyes still thoughtful. "But it has the air 
of a creature that knows more than it lets on." 



They crossed the echoing expanse of the Glencross Bridge, the roar of 
the river a constant thunder beneath them, and entered the town. 
Glencross was bustling, its narrow streets filled with traders, travelers, 
and local townsfolk. They stopped at an inn, 'The Rafter & Reel,' a 
rambling establishment known for its fresh river fish and its commanding 
views of the canyon. 

As they settled into the common room, awaiting their evening meal, the 
same black cat sauntered in through an open window as if it owned the 
place. It moved with an unhurried, feline confidence, weaving between 
tables, accepting a scratch behind the ears from a sympathetic serving 
girl, and even leaping onto an unoccupied section of a long table, where 
it proceeded to groom itself with regal indifference. 

Myanaa chuckled softly. "Persistent, isn't he?" She clicked her tongue, 
offering a friendly hand. The cat blinked its yellow eyes at her, 
considered her offering, then, with a flick of its tail, seemed to dismiss 
her, though it didn't move away entirely. "I think I shall call him Monty," 
Myanaa decided, a playful glint in her eye. 

Sabine watched the cat with interest. When their food arrived – a hearty 
boar stew for her and Masillius, grilled perch for the others – she tore off 
a small chunk of succulent meat from her portion and offered it towards 
the floor. Monty, after a moment's careful sniffing, deigned to approach, 
gobbling the offering enthusiastically before retreating to a safe distance, 
though his enigmatic gaze seemed to linger on their party. 

Gregan seemed immune to the cat’s charms, and indeed, to the general 
atmosphere of the inn. He slumped onto a bench, nursing his ale with a 
distinct lack of boisterousness. Ronigren, noticing his corporal’s 
uncharacteristic gloom, raised an eyebrow. 

"Something wrong, Gregan?" he asked. "This ale not to your exacting 
standards?" 

Gregan sighed, swirling the contents of his tankard. "Glencross," he 
muttered, his gaze distant. "Never did like this town much." 

"Oh?" Ronigren prompted gently. 

"Met my wife here," Gregan said, his voice uncharacteristically subdued. 
"Well, ex-wife now. Fifteen years ago, it was. I was stationed at the 
bridge garrison then, young and full o’ piss and vinegar. She was a 



barmaid at 'The Drover’s Rest,' just down the lane." He took a long swig 
of ale. "Pretty as a summer morning, she was. Fiery temper, too." A 
ghost of a smile flickered across his lips, then vanished. "We were 
happy, for a while. But… well, garrison life ain't much for raising a family. 
I was always away on patrol, or drinking with the lads, or trying my luck 
at dice. Restless, I was. The quiet life… it chafed." 

“Never knew you had a wife, Corporal” Finn drawled, taking a sip of his 
ale. 

He stared into his tankard. "She deserved better. We… drifted apart. 
Separated proper just before I got posted to Lastwall. Haven’t seen her 
since." He looked around the bustling common room with a bleak 
expression. "This whole town… just reminds me of what I mucked up." 

Ronigren listened quietly. It was a rare glimpse behind the corporal’s 
bluff exterior, a reminder of the quiet sorrows that each member of their 
unlikely fellowship carried. 

Artholan, meanwhile, observed the interactions with his usual air of 
detached superiority, though he did cast a suspicious glance at Monty, 
as if suspecting it of some arcane subterfuge.  

 

The Rafter & Reel, as evening deepened, became a a place of passage, 
of exchanged news and keenly observant eyes. The presence of 
Ronigren’s unusual company did not go unnoticed. 

Ruthiel, with their ageless elven grace and luminous eyes, drew stares 
of awe and hushed reverence. Few in Glencross, if any, had ever seen 
one of the Sylvanesti. Sabine, by contrast, elicited a different kind of 
attention, her height provoking open-mouthed wonder and nudges. The 
rest of the group, clearly armed and purposeful, added to the general air 
of intrigue. 

Soon, a trickle of locals, emboldened by ale or simple curiosity, began to 
approach their long table near the hearth. A stout, red-faced woman 
named Mistress Hettle, the innkeeper’s wife and a notorious gatherer of 
local gossip, was the first. 

"Well now," she said, wiping her hands on her apron, her gaze flicking 
between Ruthiel and Sabine with undisguised fascination. "It’s not every 



day we see such… distinguished travelers passin' through Glencross. 
Headin' far north, are ye?" 

Masillius Thorne, ever the affable merchant, fielded the unsubtle inquiry 
with practiced ease. "Indeed, good mistress! A scholarly expedition, you 
might say. Exploring the… ah… historical and natural wonders of our 
great kingdom’s less-traveled paths." He offered a charming smile that 
revealed nothing. "And your stew, I must say, is a credit to Glencross 
hospitality." 

A wiry old prospector with a face like tanned leather tried to engage 
Ruthiel in a rambling discussion about mythical gemstone deposits in the 
Dragon’s Tooth Mountains, only to be met with the Elf’s serene, 
impenetrable politeness.  

A young apprentice weaver, blushing furiously, shyly asked Sabine if it 
was true that people grew so tall in the distant northern lands she must 
surely hail from. Sabine, stifling a chuckle, made up something about 
"good country air." 

Artholan found himself cornered by a self-important local scrivener who 
fancied himself an expert on ancient Argrenian dialects. The mage soon 
found himself drawn into a surprisingly pedantic (and to everyone else, 
utterly incomprehensible) debate about the etymological roots of a 
particular Northern colloquialism, his aloofness momentarily forgotten in 
the thrill of intellectual one-upmanship. 

A family, their faces etched with weariness and sorrow, entered the inn. 
A man, a woman, and two young children, their clothes dusty, their 
meager belongings bundled in rough sacks, their eyes holding an 
haunted look. They spoke in hushed tones with the innkeeper, who 
directed them to a quiet corner. 

Marta’s gaze was drawn to them. She rose and approached the family. 
Masillius watched her with a knowing, compassionate expression. 

"Forgive an old woman’s intrusion," Marta said softly, her voice gentle. 
"You look as though you’ve traveled far, and under a heavy burden." 

The man looked up, his eyes hollow. "Aye, mother. From up north. Near 
the Grey Hills. Our farm… it’s gone. We heard… things." 

"Things?" Marta prompted. 



"Rumors, at first," the woman interjected, her voice trembling. "Of 
monsters. Goblins, yes, but… bigger things too. Marching south. And a 
sickness… a dark blight on the crops this past season, like nothing 
we’ve ever seen. Our fields withered overnight." She clutched her 
children closer. "They said the King’s men were pulling back from some 
villages, that Oakhaven itself was… emptied. We didn’t wait to find out 
more. Packed what we could and came south. Got kin here in 
Glencross. Hoping to start again." 

Sabine, who had been listening intently, asked "Monsters? What kind of 
monsters, besides the goblins?" 

The man shuddered. "Never saw ‘em myself, praise the gods. But a 
trapper, fleeing south just ahead of us, swore he saw giants with skin like 
rock, carrying clubs bigger than men. Said they were marching with the 
goblins, clearing a path." 

Marta’s hand tightened on the pouch holding her key. She said nothing 
of Oakhaven, of the Keepers. She offered what quiet words of comfort 
she could, sharing a piece of her own bread with the children. 

Masillius, seeing the interaction, deftly steered a few of the more prying 
locals away from the grieving family. "Now, now, good folk, let them have 
their peace. The road is hard enough without a public inquest, eh? More 
ale for everyone, on Master Thorne!" 

As the night wore on, and the patrons of The Rafter & Reel gradually 
thinned, the weight of their journey and the ominous news from the north 
settled more heavily on Falazar’s unlikely band of travelers. Glencross, 
for all its bustling life, felt like a small, fragile outpost on the edge of a 
gathering storm. 

 

Interlude I: The Whispers in the Umbral Depths 

Cold. 

Always the cold. Not the crisp, honest chill of a winter wind, nor the deep 
freeze of the northern ice. This was a different cold. A cold that seeped 
into the marrow, a cold that was not an absence of heat, but a presence. 
A vast, ancient, unblinking indifference. 

Darkness. 



Not the gentle dark of a moonless night, nor the comforting dark of a 
sealed tomb. This was a living darkness, a viscous, clinging umbra that 
pressed from all sides, a suffocating blanket woven from forgotten 
sorrows and extinguished stars. Sometimes, it felt… hungry. 

He floated. Or drifted. Or was simply… suspended. Awareness was a 
fractured thing, a shard of obsidian reflecting distorted glimpses of… 
something. Was it memory? Or the echoes of a will that was no longer 
entirely his own? 

Flashes. A sun-drenched tower, books piled high, the scent of old 
parchment and summer herbs. Laughter, a bright, resonant sound. A 
hand, gnarled with age but strong, gesturing towards a complex arcane 
diagram. A voice, firm and kind, speaking of responsibility, of the 
Weave’s delicate balance… 

Gone. Swallowed by the cold, the dark. Replaced by… other whispers. 

The whispers were not sound. They were… currents. Pressures. A vast, 
silent insistence that resonated within the core of his being, a dissonant 
chord plucked on the strings of his fading self. It spoke of unity. Of 
silence. Of an end to the endless, chaotic striving of individual wills. A 
perfect, all-consuming solitude. 

He felt… a pull. A conduit. His own power, immense yet dormant, like a 
slumbering volcano, was being… tapped. Not by him. By the cold. By the 
whispers. Threads of his essence, his knowledge, were being drawn out, 
woven into a net of shadow and coercion. 

Sometimes, he saw. Not with eyes – what were eyes in this endless 
dark? – but with a borrowed sight. Flashes. A cavern, lit by sickly green 
light. Hunched, grey-skinned figures, their eyes gleaming with feral 
obedience. A shaman, draped in bone, performing a gruesome ritual. 
The stench of blood, of dark sorcery… 

Was it his will that guided them? Or was he merely a lens, a focusing 
point for the vast, cold will that permeated everything here? The lines 
blurred. His own desires, his own revulsion at the images, warred with a 
detached, almost clinical imperative to… direct. To corrupt. To gather. 

The Weave… he could feel it, even here. But it was different. Distorted. 
He moved through it, or it moved through him, not with the familiar 
harmony of a skilled practitioner, but with a corrupting, dissonant force. It 



was like navigating a landscape of living shadow, of organic, pulsating 
geometries that defied sane understanding. Veins of darkness pulsed 
with stolen light. Whispers echoed in the silent pathways of magic, 
twisting intent, seeding despair. 

He felt the stirrings. The chained ones. The broken ones. The hungry 
ones. They were being gathered. Armed. Imbued with a sliver of the 
cold, dark power. Pawns on a board vast beyond their comprehension. 
His pawns? Or the Entity’s? 

A flicker of resistance. A memory of… a promise. A sacrifice. To 
protect… to shield… 

The cold intensified. The whispers grew louder, more insistent. The 
resistance faltered, a dying ember. The darkness pressed in, soothing, 
absolute. The individual will was a burden, a flaw. Unity was strength. 
Solitude was peace. 

He was a conduit. A vessel. A sleeping mind dreaming of power, while a 
greater, colder mind used him to weave a nightmare across the waking 
world. 

The threads of magic, dark and corrupt, snaked out from the umbral 
depths, seeking, binding, preparing… 

 

 



Chapter 14: The Unbound Scholar 

King Elric IV stood hunched over the massive campaign map in his war 
room. The vast, detailed parchment, usually a symbol of Argren’s 
sovereign reach, now seemed to mock him with its depiction of 
vulnerable borders and overstretched resources. Lord Marshal Tyrell 
stood beside him, his finger tracing potential lines of defense that looked 
frighteningly thin. Archmage Falazar observed from a slight remove, his 
ancient eyes holding an unspoken I told you so, keenly felt by the king. 

"The numbers, Lord Marshal," King Elric said, his voice heavy with 
concern. "These refugee reports speak of hundreds, perhaps thousands, 
displaced. If their tales of the enemy’s strength are even half true…" he 
jabbed a finger at a hastily scribbled dispatch lying on the corner of the 
map, its ink still slightly smeared. 'This came from a magistrate in the 
Grey Hills this morning. He speaks of entire villages abandoned. He calls 
it a 'tide of human misery' and begs for aid. It's a cry for help." 

Tyrell straightened, his gaze sweeping across the northern expanse of 
the map. "Your Majesty, the initial reports from Oakhaven, corroborated 
now by these refugee accounts and the… unsettling intelligence 
provided by Archmage Falazar’s elven contact, suggest we are facing a 
force far exceeding our initial assessments. The current deployment is a 
stopgap at best.” 

He tapped a finger on Lastwall, then Woodhall. "These garrisons are 
undermanned for a sustained, large-scale conflict. Our standing army is 
dispersed. Bringing the Banners to full war footing will take weeks, 
perhaps months. And that is assuming the nobles answer the call 
promptly and with their full complements.” 

King Elric ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "And our readiness?” 

Tyrell’s expression grew grimmer. "Two centuries without a major war 
have dulled our edge, Your Majesty. Armories are not at full stock. The 
northern roads are poorly maintained beyond the main arteries. 
Sustaining a large force in the rugged territories where this enemy is 
currently strongest will be a logistical nightmare." He paused. "And then 
there is the matter of funding." 

"Valerius and his faction," King Elric said, his voice tight, "still speak of 
this as a localized border dispute, a needless drain on the treasury.” He 



slammed his palm onto the map table, making the small wooden 
markers jump. "They do not see the tide that is about to drown them all!" 

"It is the perennial affliction of the comfortable, they cannot conceive of 
true disaster until it is at their gates." Falazar observed. 

"Then I must make them conceive of it," King Elric declared, a new, hard 
steel in his voice. "Lord Marshal, give me truth. What is required? Not 
the political solution, the necessary one." 

Tyrell took a deep breath. "Full mobilization of all Royal Banners, Your 
Majesty. Immediate conscription to bring units to war strength. Guild 
resources must be commandeered: smiths, wainwrights, masons. The 
establishment of fortified supply depots along northern routes. And, most 
critically: the treasury must be opened. We will need to purchase grain 
from the south, metals from the dwarves if they will sell, mercenaries 
from Meridia if it comes to it.” 

King Elric stared at the map, at the vast kingdom entrusted to his care, 
now facing a threat that could shatter it.  

"The Great Council’s resolutions were a starting point," he said slowly, 
his voice cold and resolute. "But they are not enough. Chancellor 
Valerius, Duke Pellas, all of them… they will resist. They will speak of 
economic ruin, of overreach, of fear-mongering." He met Falazar’s gaze, 
then Tyrell’s. "Therefore they must be bent to my will. If Argren is to 
survive this, it will require the strength of the entire kingdom, willingly 
given or… extracted. The time for debate is over. The time for sacrifice is 
upon us." 

The dawning understanding was stark in the King’s eyes. The 
cartography of fear on the table before him was transforming into a 
blueprint for survival.  

*** 

The journey from Glencross towards Woodhall took them deeper into 
lands that felt increasingly unsettled. The well-tended farms and bustling 
villages of inner Argren gradually gave way to sparser settlements, 
larger tracts of untamed forest, and a subtle but pervasive sense of 
unease. 



Ominous portents marked their passage. Myanaa pointed out the 
unnatural southwards flight of birds, their calls tinged with anxious 
urgency.  

Finn noted that the road itself told a story: the tracks of wagons and 
refugees heading south were numerous, deeply rutted into the earth, 
while the northbound traffic had dwindled to a mere trickle. 

By late afternoon, with Woodhall still half a day’s ride ahead, they came 
upon a familiar unmanned shelter: a dilapidated barn-like structure with a 
leaky roof, a few stalls for horses, and a fire pit choked with old ashes. It 
was a common type of waystation, used by anyone who didn't want or 
couldn’t afford to lodge at a proper inn. Tonight it was eerily deserted. 

"We make camp here for the night," Ronigren decided, his gaze 
sweeping the overgrown clearing. "We're all road-weary. Double 
watches. Finn, Myanaa, take the first. I don't like this stillness." 

As the others set about making camp, Sabine, ever restless, found 
herself drawn to the edge of the woods that bordered the clearing. The 
silence of the forest here felt different from the woods around Millford; it 
was watchful, pregnant. “I’ll get some firewood!” She called out. 

Taking a few tentative steps onto the game trail that led into the deeper 
shadows, her curiosity warring with a prickle of apprehension, she heard 
a faint rustle in the undergrowth. She froze, her hand tightening on her 
axe. 

A small, rag-robed figure stepped hesitantly into a patch of fading 
sunlight filtering through the canopy. It was small, not even reaching 
Sabine’s waist, its skin a dull, mottled gray-green. Its large, bulbous eyes 
were wide and… fearful? 

A goblin. Alone. Every story she had ever heard, every tale from 
Ronigren and the Oakhaven survivors, screamed 'monster.' Her 
knuckles were white on the handle of her axe, her arm tensing to swing 
of its own accord. But the creature wasn't attacking. It was... cowering.  

Before Sabine could react, before she could even call out a warning, the 
goblin raised a trembling, three-fingered hand, palm open in a gesture 
that, even across species, seemed to signify peace, or at least, a 
desperate plea. 



It spoke, its voice a reedy, hesitant croak, its Argrenian heavily accented 
and broken. 

"No… no hurt?" the goblin stammered, its gaze fixed on Sabine with a 
fearful look. "Lost. Scared. Big… big bad things… coming." 

Sabine froze, struggling to recognize in this solitary, terrified creature 
one of the monstrous hordes that had ravaged Oakhaven and were now 
reportedly marching south. This goblin wore no armor, carried no 
weapon but a small, skinning knife tucked into its ragged belt. It looked… 
pathetic. 

Was it a trick? A trap? Yet, the fear in its wide, golden-pupiled eyes 
seemed utterly genuine. 

"Who… who are you?" Sabine finally managed with whisper.  

The goblin flinched at her voice, but held its ground. "Snik," it croaked. 
"Just… Snik. Fleeing. From… from the Dark-Chant. From the Stone-Skin 
Drinkers-of-Fear." It gestured vaguely northwards with a trembling hand. 
"They take… all. Make… dead-walkers." 

Dark-Chant? Stone-Skin Drinkers-of-Fear? Dead-walkers? The 
ingrained tales of goblin savagery warred with an almost childlike sense 
of wonder. She was talking to a goblin. A creature of nightmare and 
legend, and it was speaking to her, its reedy voice filled with a palpable 
terror. 

"You… you speak Argrenian well," Sabine found herself saying, her own 
voice a little breathless. What a ridiculous observation, given the 
circumstances, but her mind was struggling to process the impossible 
reality of this encounter. 

Snik flinched slightly, as if expecting a blow. "Learn… from… from 
scrolls. From… prisoners. Long time. Snik… Snik was… word-keeper. 
Scroll-reader. For… for the Bone-Singers." 

"Bone-Singers?" Sabine echoed, confused. 

"Shamans," Snik clarified, seeming pleased with the word, his gaze 
darting nervously towards the north. "Before… before the Deep-Whisper 
came. Before the shamans… their minds became… clouded. Bound." 



"Snik… Snik read the dark scrolls," he continued, his voice barely above 
a whisper. "Learned the tongues, the rites. But the Deep-Whisper… it 
brought… new slaughter. New pain. The chains… they grew heavy." He 
touched a grimy hand to his own throat, as if feeling an invisible collar. 
"Saw… saw too much. Heard… too many screams." 

His story tumbled out in a torrent. He had been an interpreter, a reluctant 
scholar of the dark arts forced to translate ancient texts for the 
increasingly powerful shamans. The contact with prisoners of war, 
hearing their pleas, witnessing their torture and the horrific rituals had 
slowly eroded his tribal loyalty, fostering seeds of rebellion. 

"There was one," Snik said, his voice dropping even lower, a flicker of 
something akin to reverence in his fearful eyes. "A… a giant priest. 
Captured. Old… so old. Wise. They… they torture him. For days. 
Wanted… his knowledge. His spirit-songs." Snik shuddered. "He did not 
break. But before the Dark-Chant took him… he looked at Snik. Saw… 
saw the doubt. And he… he gave Snik something." 

"Gave you what?" Sabine pressed. 

Snik carefully, painfully, pulled aside the ragged, filthy cloth that served 
as his tunic. Sabine gasped. His small, green-skinned torso was a 
roadmap of horrific scars. A deep, puckered wound ran diagonally 
across his chest. Another, even uglier, snaked across his gut. But it was 
the mark at the base of his skull that made her stomach churn, and the 
smell of the stew she'd eaten earlier threatened to rise in her throat. It 
was a raw, weeping lesion, clearly infected, surrounded by angry red 
flesh. 

"The Rite… of Unbinding," Snik whispered, his breath catching. "The 
giant priest… he put the knowledge in Snik’s mind. A… a terrible gift. A 
heavy price." He gestured to his wounds. "To break the Deep-Whisper’s 
hold… to sever the chains… it takes much. Blood. Pain. Almost life." 

Sabine stared at the goblin, at his suffering etched onto his very flesh. 
This was no simple monster. This was a scholar, a linguist, a creature 
who had paid a terrible price for a sliver of freedom. The axe in her hand 
now felt impossibly heavy. 

The legends, the tales of unremitting goblin evil, suddenly felt… 
incomplete. Flawed. 



"Why… why tell me this?" Sabine asked, her voice softer now, the 
wonder tinged with a dawning, uncomfortable uncertainty. 

Snik looked up at her with a desperate, almost pathetic hope. 
"Tall-One… you are not… like other human. You… you listen. Snik… 
Snik has knowledge. Of the paths. Of the… the enemy’s ways. Their… 
their weaknesses. Maybe… maybe Tall-One… helps Snik? Snik… helps 
Tall-One?" 

It was a desperate plea, an offer that seemed utterly insane. But how to 
bring a goblin into their already wary camp? Direct approach would likely 
result in Snik being skewered before he could utter a single word. 

An idea, born more of youthful impulse than sound tactical reasoning, 
began to form. 

"Alright, Snik," Sabine whispered. "Stay right behind me. And I 
mean right behind me. Don’t make a sound, don’t move, until I say so. 
Understand?" 

Snik, his golden eyes wide, nodded vigorously, pressing himself so close 
to the back of Sabine’s legs that she could feel his ragged breathing. He 
was little more than a shadow clinging to her towering frame. 

Taking a deep steadying breath, Sabine turned and walked back towards 
the flickering campfire, her heart hammering. She tried to appear casual, 
though she felt anything but. The others were gathered around the fire, 
Masillius stirring a pot, Ronigren and Finn discussing the night’s watch 
schedule. 

"Everything alright out there, Sabine?" Masillius called out, noticing her 
return. "Getting dark. Best not to wander too far." 

"Oh, just… stretching my legs, Father," Sabine said, her voice a little too 
bright. She stopped a few paces from the fire, carefully positioning 
herself so Snik remained concealed by her bulk. "I found something… 
interesting." 

Ronigren looked up, his hand instinctively moving closer to his sword 
hilt. "Interesting? What kind of interesting?" 

"Well," Sabine began, trying for a nonchalant air that utterly failed, "it’s… 
small. And green. And rather… talkative, once you get past the initial… 
goblin-ness." 



A sudden, tense silence fell over the camp. Gregan, who had been idly 
sharpening his axe, froze mid-stroke. Artholan, who had been attempting 
to ignore everyone by feigning deep contemplation of a particularly 
uninteresting patch of moss, actually looked up with something 
resembling alarm. 

"Goblin-ness?" Ronigren repeated slowly, his eyes narrowing. "Sabine, 
what exactly did you find?" He said, sounding quite like master 
Elmsworth whenever she got into trouble. 

"He says his name is Snik," Sabine announced, then, with a slightly 
theatrical flourish that she immediately regretted, she took a small step 
to the side. 

Snik, small, ragged, and utterly terrified, was revealed, blinking in the 
firelight like a startled nocturnal creature caught in a sudden glare. He 
clutched at Sabine’s leg, peering out at the circle of stunned, hostile 
faces. 

Masillius let out a strangled yelp, nearly dropping the stew pot. "Gods 
above, Sabine! What in the blazes is that doing behind you?!" He looked 
like he was about to have an apoplexy, his face paling rapidly. 

Gregan was on his feet in an instant, his axe raised. "A goblin! Here? 
Step aside, girl!" 

"Wait!" Sabine cried, stepping protectively in front of Snik, her own 
handaxe now held defensively, though not aggressively. "He’s… he’s not 
hostile! He’s hurt! He’s scared!" 

Ronigren, his expression tight, his hand now firmly on his sword, took a 
step forward. "Sabine, step aside. Goblins are not to be trusted. This 
could be a trap." 

"It’s not a trap!" Sabine insisted, her voice rising with a desperate 
urgency. "He was alone! He’s fleeing from the others, from the… the 
shaman! He has information!" 

Finn had silently drawn his long knife, his eyes fixed on Snik with cold, 
analytical assessment. 

But Myanaa stepped forward. "Hold, Gregan. Finn. Sir Ronigren. Look at 
him." She gestured towards Snik, who was trembling so violently he 
could barely stand, his golden eyes darting between the menacing 



humans, filled with a heartbreaking mixture of terror and a desperate, 
pleading hope. "There is great fear in this one. And great pain." 

Snik, sensing perhaps a lessening of the immediate murderous intent, 
peeked out further from behind Sabine’s leg. He pointed a trembling 
finger at his own scarred chest. "Snik… no fight. Snik… help. Know… 
know secrets." 

Ruthiel, who had been observing the entire exchange with their usual 
enigmatic stillness, now spoke, their melodic voice cutting through the 
tension. "The child speaks true. There is no immediate deceit in this 
creature, though its heart is a maelstrom of fear. It carries the scent of 
great suffering, and… of a bond recently, and violently, broken." The Elf’s 
eyes seemed to pierce through Snik’s ragged exterior, seeing the raw 
wounds, both physical and spiritual, beneath. 

Ronigren hesitated. He looked at Snik, truly looked at him – at the fresh, 
weeping wounds, at the abject terror that radiated from him. This was 
not the snarling, hate-filled creature he had faced at Oakhaven. 

"Alright," Ronigren said finally, his voice still cautious, but the immediate 
threat in his posture lessening slightly. He did not sheathe his sword, but 
he lowered its point. "Let him speak. But Gregan, Finn… stay alert.” 

Sabine looked down at Snik, a wave of relief washing over her. "It’s 
alright, Snik. Tell them. Tell them what you told me." 

*** 

The flickering campfire cast long, dancing shadows as Snik, huddled 
near the flames, recounted his harrowing tale. Ronigren’s initial hostility 
had softened into a focused intensity, the soldier in him recognizing the 
potential value of this unlikely informant, even as the man in him recoiled 
from the goblin’s very nature. 

Snik spoke with urgency. He described the vast mobilization within 
Greyfang Tor, the sheer numbers – "hundreds of hundreds, maybe more, 
like biting ants swarming a fallen fruit," he’d croaked. He spoke of their 
relentless southward march, a destructive swathe cut through K’thrall 
swamplands and the edges of the lifeless tundra that bordered Argren’s 
northeastern territories. 



"They make a straight path," Snik stammered, his small hands gesturing. 
"No turn. No hunt. Just… march. Towards… Stone-Fort. Where the Old 
Ones Sleep." 

"Woodhall," Ronigren said, exchanging a look with Ruthiel. "The stone 
guardians. They know about them." 

"Yes! Yes!" Snik affirmed, nodding vigorously. "The Dark-Chant… the 
shaman, he very angry about the Old Ones Waking. Said… said the 
Giant Priest’s spirit touched them. Made them… wrong for the 
Deep-Whisper. Now he wants to… to unmake them. Or… or bind them 
anew. 

Artholan, his earlier disgust overcome by a morbid academic fascination, 
had presumptuously joined the interrogation, much to Ronigren’s veiled 
annoyance.  

"Remarkable," Artholan muttered, sketching furiously in a small, 
leather-bound notebook. "A sympathetic transference of spiritual schism, 
resulting in somatic trauma… The resonant frequencies involved must 
be… extraordinary. Tell me, subject, did you experience any temporal 
distortions during the… unbinding?" 

Snik just stared at him blankly, clearly having no idea what "temporal 
distortions" were, and looking profoundly uncomfortable under the 
mage’s intense, analytical gaze. Ruthiel subtly steered Artholan’s 
questioning back to more pressing matters, a light, restraining hand 
resting on the mage’s shoulder. 

Meanwhile, a little apart from the intense interrogation, Sabine and Marta 
found themselves in a quiet conversation. The presence of Snik, a goblin 
now huddled by their fire, was a surreal and unsettling reality. 

"It’s… strange, isn’t it?" Sabine said softly, watching the small, scarred 
creature. "To think… he was one of them." 

Marta nodded, her gaze thoughtful. "The world is full of strange paths, 
child. And not all creatures who walk in darkness are inherently evil, just 
as not all who walk in light are truly good." She paused, her mind clearly 
on Oakhaven, but her voice held no bitterness. "He has suffered. And he 
chose… a different path. That takes a courage many lack." 



Sabine, mindful of Marta’s loss, chose her words carefully. "The… the 
'Giant Priest' he spoke of. The one who gave him the Rite of Unbinding. 
Could he… could he have been one of my people? A Jotunai?" 

Marta looked at Sabine. "Perhaps, child. Perhaps. The old tales are like 
tangled roots. It is hard to see where one ends and another begins." 

As the interrogation wound down and the camp prepared for a fitful, 
uneasy sleep, Ronigren had made his decision. Snik, for now, would 
accompany them. He was too valuable a source of intelligence to 
abandon, and too vulnerable to leave to his fate. Gregan and Finn 
remained deeply suspicious, but he had overruled their objections. 

*** 

 

They set off at first light, the mood even more somber than before. Snik’s 
revelations had cast a dark shadow over their already perilous journey. 
Woodhall was no longer just a destination; it was a potential battlefield, a 
fortress about to be besieged by an overwhelming force. 

They finally reached it in the early afternoon hours. The fortress stood on 
a commanding rise, its stone walls strong and imposing, its banners: the 
King’s stag and Captain Eghel’s own Iron Lance insignia snapping 
crisply in the wind. It should have been a reassuring sight, a bastion of 
Argrenian strength. 

But as they approached the main gate, a familiar, sleek black form 
appeared high on the battlements, just above the archway.  

Monty the cat, looking as regal as ever, blinked his yellow eyes down at 
them and gave a distinct, almost welcoming, flick of his tail before 
disappearing from view. 

Myanaa frowned. "It seems our feline guide has arrived before us." 

The imposing gates of Woodhall, crafted from thick, iron-banded oak, 
were manned by stern-faced sentinels, their spears sharp, their 
expressions wary.  

Ronigren announced their party, presenting the official writ from the 
Office of Northern Concerns. The guards, recognizing the King’s seal, 
were about to grant them passage when one of them, a corporal with 



eyes like a hawk, peered more closely at the small, heavily cloaked 
figure huddled between Masillius and Sabine. 

"Hold there," the guard corporal said, his voice sharp. "Who’s this one, 
hiding in the shadows? Let’s have a look at you, little master." He 
reached out to pull back the hood Snik was wearing. 

Snik, terrified, yelped and tried to shrink further behind Sabine. 

"Now, now, good soldier," Masillius began, stepping forward with his 
most placating merchant smile, "just a… a young ward of mine, a bit shy 
of strangers…" 

But it was too late. The guard tugged at the cloak, and Snik’s green, 
goblin face was revealed, his golden eyes wide with panic. 

"A goblin!" the corporal roared, his spear point immediately leveled. 
Other guards surged forward, weapons at the ready. "Treachery! They 
bring a goblin to our gates!" 

The situation escalated in an instant. Gregan instinctively reached for his 
axe. Sabine tensed. 

Masillius turned breathless and pale. "Easy now, lads, easy! There’s an 
explanation! He’s… he’s with us! Under… under our protection!" 

Artholan, with a sigh of profound theatrical weariness, stepped forward. 
"Must we endure this provincial paranoia at every turn?" he drawled, his 
voice dripping with disdain. He produced Falazar’s personal sigil, an 
intricate knot of stars and a single, unblinking eye. "This creature, 
however aesthetically unpleasing, is under the direct sanction of 
Archmage Falazar. Are you suggesting, Corporal, that you intend to 
countermand a directive from the King’s own Archmage?" 

The guard corporal, faced with Falazar’s sigil and the mage’s imperious 
tone, faltered, though his suspicion remained evident. "But… a goblin, 
sir? Unbound?" 

"His bindings are… of a more nuanced nature," Artholan said 
dismissively. "And frankly, beyond your immediate purview. Now, if you 
would be so kind as to lower your rather pointy implements and allow us 
passage? We have urgent business with Shield-Captain Eghel." 



Reluctantly, the guards lowered their weapons, though their glares at 
Snik remained hostile. The gate creaked open, and the party passed into 
the bustling bailey of Woodhall. 

Gregan, once inside the familiar walls of Woodhall, visibly relaxed, a 
nostalgic expression softening his gruff features. He lit his pipe, puffing 
out a cloud of fragrant smoke. "Woodhall," he rumbled, a reminiscent 
smile playing on his lips. "Spent my cadet years here, I did. Stirred up 
more trouble in these courtyards than a barrel of rabid badgers. Aye, 
good times. Before… well, before everything else." He gestured vaguely, 
the brief shadow returning to his eyes before he shook it off. 

The fortress was a hive of activity. Soldiers drilled in the main yard, 
wagons laden with supplies rumbled over the cobblestones, and the 
clang of the smithy echoed through the air. Shield-Captain Eghel met 
them at the entrance to the keep. His gaze was sharp as he took in their 
travel-worn appearance, lingering on Snik with a raised eyebrow, and on 
Ruthiel with a fleeting look of surprise. 

"Sir Ronigren, Archmage’s party," Eghel greeted them, his voice curt. 
"Falazar’s raven preceded you.” He nodded towards Snik. "We’ll discuss 
that particular asset later. First, the matter of the 'Keepers.' And the 
rather alarming intelligence about an imminent surprise party for us all." 

 



Chapter 15: The Tide of Nightmares 

The dungeons of Woodhall were not the dank, miserable oubliettes of 
common nightmare. Carved deep into the bedrock beneath the fortress, 
they were vast, echoing chambers, originally designed as secure 
armories and siege shelters.  

It was here, in the largest of these subterranean vaults, that the six stone 
'Keepers' from Oakhaven now stood, their massive forms inert, their 
obsidian weapons still bearing the faint, dried stains of goblin blood. The 
air was cool, still, and heavy with the scent of damp earth and ancient 
stone. 

Artholan led the way, a glowing crystal in his hand illuminating their path. 
Ruthiel moved beside him, then Marta, and Sabine, her heart pounding 
with trepidation and a strange, resonant anticipation. The amulet 
beneath her tunic felt warmer here in the presence of these colossal 
stone figures, a faint, inaudible hum vibrating against her skin. 

"Remarkable," Artholan said, his gaze sweeping over the twelve-foot-tall 
sentinels. "The sheer thaumaturgic resonance… the psycho-geological 
binding… it’s unlike anything described in the standard Polian codices!" 
He began to pace before the guardians, muttering about something. 

Marta stepped forward, drawing out her key. As she did, the faint glow 
from the glyphs inscribed on the Keepers’ stone bodies seemed to pulse, 
just once, a subtle acknowledgment of her presence. 

Sabine also felt it. The hum from her amulet intensified, and for a fleeting 
moment, the intricate chain-link pattern seemed to shift, to writhe against 
her skin. She looked at the featureless faces of the Keepers and felt an 
inexplicable sense of… kinship? Or perhaps a shared grief? 

"The connection is undeniable," Ruthiel murmured, their gaze flicking 
between Marta’s key, Sabine’s amulet, and the silent guardians. "Two 
parts of a whole, perhaps? Or echoes of a greater design?" 

"We must consult with Falazar," Artholan declared, already drawing a 
small, intricately carved silver disc from his robes. "The Weave is strong 
here, insulated from surface disturbances. Establishing a clear conduit 
should be… relatively straightforward, even for his archaic 
methodologies." He chuckled to himself and placed the disc on a flat 
stone, mouthing an incantation. 



The air around the silver disc shimmered. The mundane façade of the 
dungeon seemed to thin, to become translucent, and for a breathtaking, 
disorienting moment, Sabine glimpsed another landscape superimposed 
upon their own. It was a place of swirling, psychedelic colors, of 
impossible, shifting geometries, of organic, pulsating light and shadow. 
Within this ethereal vista, she could barely discern a distant, familiar 
figure – Falazar, seated in his tower room, surrounded by his books and 
arcane instruments, his image wavering like a reflection in disturbed 
water. 

"Archmage!" Artholan called out, his voice echoing strangely in both 
realities. "Can you perceive us? We are with the Oakhaven constructs… 
and the girl." 

Falazar’s ethereal image nodded, his voice a distant whisper in their 
minds, yet perfectly clear. “I perceive. The resonance is… strong. The 
amulet, Sabine, and the key, Marta… hold them forth. Let me observe 
their interaction with the Keepers’ matrix…” 

*** 

While this arcane consultation unfolded in the depths, a far more 
pragmatic discussion was taking place in the main keep of Woodhall. 
Shield-Captain Eghel, Ronigren and Snik were hunched over a hastily 
drawn map of Woodhall’s surrounding territories. 

"…and the main column, the Stone-Skin among them, will follow the old 
King’s Road, but where it narrows at the Blackwood Gorge, they will try 
to flank through the Whisperwind Hills to avoid a bottleneck," Snik was 
explaining, his small, clawed finger tracing a path on the parchment. His 
Argrenian was still broken, but his knowledge of goblin tactics and the 
terrain was proving solid. "They seek… to crush. Brute force. 
Overwhelm." 

Eghel listened intently, his face grim. "The Blackwood Gorge… a natural 
defensive point, but if they flank through the hills, our outer patrols will be 
cut off." He looked at Ronigren. "Your assessment of their numbers, from 
this… informant?" 

"If he’s to be believed, Captain," Ronigren said, "we are facing 
thousands. Perhaps as many as three to four thousand goblins, 
bolstered by these new, monstrous allies and led by a powerful shaman, 



or maybe more. Woodhall’s garrison numbers what? Five hundred, with 
your Iron Lances and the new arrivals?" 

"Closer to six hundred now, with the Midlanders who arrived yesterday," 
Eghel corrected, though it offered little comfort. "Outnumbered, but this is 
a fortress, not an open field. Our walls are strong." 

"Strong enough to withstand enchanted rams and whatever other 
sorceries their shaman possesses?" Ronigren countered. 

A breathless young trooper still spattered with road dust burst into the 
strategy room. "Captain Eghel! Sir Ronigren! Urgent dispatch!" He 
handed a sealed scroll to Eghel. 

The Captain broke the seal, his eyes scanning the contents quickly. His 
face, already grim, tightened further. "Gods preserve us," he muttered. 
"Scouts report a massive goblin force, with… 'rock-skinned giants'… 
sighted less than a day’s march north of here. The hamlet of Crickleleaf 
has been overrun. Abandoned. Its people are fleeing towards us now." 

A heavy silence fell over the room. A day’s march. The enemy was 
practically at their doorstep. 

*** 

Deep beneath Woodhall, the ethereal connection to Falazar wavered, 
the psychedelic landscape of the Weave flickering like a dying flame. 
The Archmage’s distant voice, already a whisper, grew fainter. “The… 
the link is strong… Sabine, your amulet… Marta, the key… they are 
conduits… to the Earth’s… First Song… but the control… the 
awakening… it requires… a true… resonant… will…” His image 
dissolved, the silver disc on the stone floor dimming, leaving them once 
more in the stark, torchlit reality of the dungeon. 

Artholan huffed in frustration, running a hand through his already 
disheveled hair. "Confound it! The ambient stress-fractures in the 
Weave, no doubt exacerbated by the approaching… unpleasantness. 
Maintaining a stable inter-dimensional conduit under such conditions is 
fiendishly difficult, even for an intellect such as mine." He turned his 
attention back to Sabine and Marta, his tone now more that of a harried, 
impatient tutor. 



"Now, as the Archmage was attempting to convey before being so rudely 
disconnected by the universe’s general lack of consideration for arcane 
scholarship," he began, "these artifacts; they are not mere trinkets. They 
are resonators. They sing, if you will, a silent song that these… 
'Keepers'… can hear, can respond to. You must learn to feel that song 
within yourselves, to channel your own will, your own intent, through 
these items." 

He spent the next hour, with a marked lack of success, attempting to 
guide them. He spoke of sympathetic vibrations, of aligning with the 
geo-telluric currents, of projecting focused intent through psycho-active 
matrices. Sabine, despite her best efforts, felt mostly a confusing jumble 
of sensations from her amulet – a warmth, a hum, a sense of immense, 
dormant power, but no clear path to controlling it. Marta, clutching her 
key, felt its familiar thrum, but the idea of consciously directing the 
terrifying Keepers was overwhelming. The stone giants remained utterly 
impassive. 

"Patience, young ones," Ruthiel said softly, observing their struggles. 
"Such bonds are not forged in an hour. They are born of instinct, of 
need, of a deep, intuitive understanding that transcends mere 
instruction. The time will come when the song becomes clear." 

 

*** 

In the bustling keep above, Shield-Captain Eghel departed to oversee 
the final, frantic preparations for the siege. Barricades were being 
reinforced at the main gate, cauldrons of oil and pitch were being 
heated, archers were taking their positions on the battlements, their 
quivers filled to capacity. The news of Crickleleaf’s fall and the enemy's 
rapid advance had spread through the garrison like wildfire. 

Finding himself momentarily without immediate orders, Ronigren 
returned to the small chamber he had been allocated. The impending 
battle bearing down on him. He was no stranger to combat, but this… 
this felt different. The scale of it, the nature of the enemy, the strange, 
ancient powers now in play; it was beyond anything he had ever faced. 

He went to his travel trunk and from beneath a layer of spare tunics, 
drew out three small, cloth-wrapped bundles. These were Falazar’s 



parting gifts, given just before they left Kingstead. For himself, a simple, 
unadorned bronze bracelet. "It will steady your hand in battle, Sir 
Knight," the Archmage had said, his eyes twinkling. "And perhaps, more 
importantly, your resolve." 

For Finn, a pair of soft leather bracers, intricately tooled with the image 
of a leaping fox. "His senses will grow sharper, his step as light as a 
snowfox," Falazar had promised. And for Myanaa, a delicate circlet 
woven from living willow twigs, still faintly green.  Each gift had come 
with a warning: "Use these sparingly, and only when the need is dire. 
Such enchantments draw upon the Weave, and the Weave, in these 
troubled times, is a fickle mistress." 

Ronigren slipped the bronze bracelet onto his wrist. It felt cool, solid, and 
strangely… calming. A small measure of the nervous tremor he hadn't 
even realized was there seemed to subside. He sought out Finn and 
Myanaa, who were checking their own gear in a quiet corner of the 
armory. 

He presented them with their gifts, relaying Falazar’s words. Finn 
examined the bracers with a critical eye and slipped them on, nodding 
his silent thanks. Myanaa took the willow circlet with a soft smile, placing 
it gently upon her brow. It seemed to almost meld with her auburn hair. 

As Ronigren turned to leave, he nearly bumped into Masillius. The 
merchant, despite the grim circumstances, managed a reassuring smile. 
"Sir Knight," he said, his voice low and steady. "You carry a heavy 
burden for one so young." 

Ronigren paused, surprised by the merchant’s directness. "The burden 
is shared by us all, Master Thorne." 

"Aye, that it is," Masillius agreed. "But leadership… it’s a lonely weight." 
He looked at Ronigren, his eyes kind. "My Sabine… she looks to you, 
you know. As do many of these soldiers. They see the strength in you, 
even if you sometimes doubt it yourself." He clapped a heavy, comforting 
hand on Ronigren’s shoulder. "Just remember, lad, even the oldest oaks 
were once saplings, battered by storms. It’s the bending, not the 
breaking, that makes them strong. We’ll face this together. One gust, 
one blow, at a time." 



He offered Masillius a grateful nod. "Thank you, Master Thorne. Your 
words… they are well received." 

Woodhall held its breath. The last preparations were made, quiet 
farewells spoken in the hearts of those who knew they might not see 
another dawn. The enemy was at the gates, and the fate of this small, 
defiant fortress, and all within it, would soon be decided by blood and 
fire, by steel and sorcery, and perhaps, by the dormant power of ancient 
stone and the nascent will of a giant’s descendant. 

 

Interlude II: The Conductor of Nightmares 

The currents shifted. The cold, dark ocean in which he drifted pulsed 
with a new, malevolent rhythm. A tide was gathering, a vast, hungry 
wave, and he… he was both its source and its instrument. 

Sight, borrowed and fractured, flickered through his suspended 
consciousness. He saw through the eyes of the Bone-Singers, shamans 
whose wills were now pliant things. He saw through the vacant, glowing 
sockets of the dead, their decaying forms moving amidst the goblin 
ranks. 

An army. A tide of chittering bodies, weapons glinting dully in the 
perpetual twilight that accompanied their march. Thousands upon 
thousands, a living carpet of malice. And amongst them, the heavy, 
earth-shaking tread of the Stone-Skin Drinkers-of-Fear, their scaled 
hides like mobile fortresses, their tree-trunk maces hungry for shattering 
impact. Eyes devoid of true sentience surveyed the blighted landscape 
they traversed. 

He felt their eagerness for slaughter, a raw, bestial energy that resonated 
with the darker whispers within his own fractured mind. It was 
intoxicating. He was commanding with … a resonance. A deep, arcane 
thrum that pulsed from the core of his being, aligning the disparate wills 
of the horde. A symphony of annihilation. 

His mind, or what remained of it, journeyed with them, a disembodied 
eye sweeping over the blighted land. He saw the K’thrall marshes, fouled 
and trampled, the intricate reed-dwellings smashed, the waters stained. 
He saw the lifeless tundra, where even the hardy lichen seemed to recoil 



from their passage. A straight, brutal path, carved through any obstacle, 
towards… a destination. 

A fortress of stone. Woodhall. 

And within that fortress… disturbances. Dissonant notes in the grand, 
silent symphony he was meant to orchestre. 

One was an echo of the Earth’s First Song, a deep, resonant power that 
should have been dormant, now… stirred.  

One, an ancient iron lament, a song of forgotten thresholds, held by a 
fading ember of old defiance. The other… ah, the other was a curious, 
intricate melody of chained potential, a power vast and sleeping, carried 
by one who was… an anomaly. A giant’s seed, somehow alive in a world 
that had forgotten them. 

The Entity felt them. And it craved their silence, their absorption. 

He could feel the Weave around the fortress, stretched taut, vibrating 
with fear and anticipation.  

Something… else. A presence. Amused? Detached? Ancient, certainly, 
powerful, but inscrutable. A stray thread in the tapestry, watching, 
perhaps even… toying. Like a cat playing with a string. 

The cold deepened within him. All would be drawn into perfect, silent 
unity. His own fading will, a forgotten melody, muffled against the 
overwhelming, crushing chord of Solitude. The tide was too strong. The 
nightmare was too vast. And he, the Bound Sleeper, was its unwilling 
conductor. 

 

*** 

The first horn blast was a low, mournful sound that seemed to curdle the 
very air, a drawn-out, guttural moan that echoed from the northern hills 
and vibrated in the stones of Woodhall. It was answered by another, then 
a third, a chorus of doom heralding the arrival of the storm. 

Deep in the dungeons, Artholan swore under his breath, a most 
un-mage-like expletive. "Confound it all! No discernible progress! The 
resonant pathways are… stubbornly inert! The Keepers’ matrix is… 
shielded. Or simply unresponsive to our standard methodologies. All my 



carefully developed theorems… useless!" He glared at the silent stone 
Keepers as if they were personally responsible for his failure. 

"The time for quiet contemplation is over, it seems," the Elf said, calm 
despite the ominous horns. "Our place is now on the walls." They 
exchanged a look with Marta and Sabine. "Stay here. Stay safe. If the 
Keepers are to awaken, it will be in their own time, in response to a 
need, not at the bidding of impatient sorcery." With that, Artholan and 
Ruthiel reluctantly ascended from the gloom of the dungeons, leaving 
the two women alone with the six colossal, silent guardians. 

On the battlements, the atmosphere was taut as a drawn bowstring. 
Ronigren stood beside Shield-Captain Eghel, their eyes fixed on the 
northern horizon. Gregan, his axe resting on his shoulder, spat on the 
stone walkway and muttered a grim jest about the quality of goblin 
horn-playing. Snik, now positioned where he could observe and offer 
tactical advice, trembled visibly, his golden eyes wide with a familiar 
terror. 

Slowly, the enemy came into full view. 

It was a tide, a monstrous, undulating sea. Goblins formed the bulk of it, 
their cruel banners held aloft, their guttural war cries a rising, terrifying 
wave. Interspersed amongst them were the Stone-Skin Drinkers-of-Fear, 
their scaled hides and massive maces a promise of brutal, crushing 
power. Goblin shamans, the Bone-Singers Snik had named, moved 
within the ranks, their chants adding a discordant, magical thrum to the 
din. 

But it was another element of the horde that sent a fresh wave of 
sickness and horror through the Argrenian defenders.  

Amongst the goblins and the scaled giants, shambling with an unnatural, 
jerky gait, were… humans. Or what had once been humans. Their flesh 
was grey and decaying, their eyes hollow sockets burning with a sickly 
off-white light. They wore the tattered remnants of peasant clothing, or 
even the corroded, mismatched armor of long-dead soldiers. The 
dead-walkers. Undead. 

A horrified murmur ran along the battlements. "By the gods… they raise 
our own dead against us!" a young soldier near Ronigren whispered, his 
face paling.  



While the main horde advanced with ponderous inevitability, smaller, 
swifter groups of goblins began to probe the outskirts of Woodhall – the 
small cluster of homes, workshops, and stables that lay outside the main 
fortress walls. 

The inner bailey had become a temporary refuge for the terrified 
townsfolk of Woodhall’s outer settlement and the latest wave of refugees 
who had staggered in from places like Crickleleaf. Masillius directed 
people to sheltered areas, distributed what meager rations were 
available, and offered gruff words of reassurance that he likely didn't feel 
himself. Myanaa, her willow circlet a small spot of green amidst the fear, 
tended to the wounded and terrified people and animals. 

From the walls, Ronigren watched as small bands of Woodhall’s most 
experienced rangers and light infantry, under Eghel’s orders, engaged in 
daring hit-and-run attacks on the advancing goblin skirmishers in the 
outer town. They used the narrow alleys and familiar buildings to their 
advantage, harassing the enemy’s flanks, loosing arrows from hidden 
positions, then melting back towards the safety of the main gates before 
they could be overwhelmed. It was a brave, desperate delaying tactic, 
designed to bloody the enemy’s nose and buy a few more precious 
moments for the fortress to brace itself. 

The first true clashes echoed up to the battlements – the shriek of goblin 
arrows, the defiant war cries of Argrenian soldiers, the sickening thud of 
mace on shield, the screams of the dying. 

The tide of nightmares was lapping at the shores of Woodhall. The air 
already tasted of blood and dark sorcery. Ronigren gripped the hilt of his 
sword and fixed his gaze on the monstrous army rolling towards them. 

"The walls are our greatest strength," Shield-Captain Eghel’s voice was 
a low, steady rumble amidst the rising din of the approaching horde. "But 
they are also our greatest liability if breached. Sir Ronigren, you will 
command the breach reserve." He gestured at them: a company of fifty 
hardened spearmen, ten of the Iron Lance’s dismounted troopers, as 
well as the steadfast Gregan, all held in readiness in the main bailey. 
"Watch the walls. Watch the gates. If any section falters, you are the plug 
in the dam. You hold the line, whatever the cost." 



Ronigren nodded. He could see the anxiety on the battlements as some 
of the greener archers, unnerved by the sheer scale of the approaching 
enemy, began to loose arrows prematurely, their shafts falling harmlessly 
short, and muttered a curse under his breath. 

"Hold your fire!" Eghel’s voice boomed across the fortress. "Hold until 
they are in the killing ground! Make every shot count!" The discipline of 
the veteran Iron Lance archers held. The younger soldiers, shamed into 
obedience, reluctantly lowered their bows. 

Even as the main horde advanced, reports streamed in from runners. 
Goblin skirmishers were fanning out, trying to encircle them, to cut off 
the southern road to Glencross and seize the high ground of the 
Whisperwind Hills. Eghel countered, dispatching his own small, swift 
units of trappers and light infantry to contest every vantage point, to 
harass the enemy’s supply lines. The countryside for leagues around 
was becoming a deadly chessboard of skirmishes and ambushes. 

It was in this chaotic, sprawling conflict that Finn saw his purpose. "I'm 
no use on a wall, Sir Ronigren," he said. "My place is out there. I can see 
their dispositions, sabotage their siege engines before they reach the 
gates, pick off their shamans." 

Ronigren was worried. "It's too dangerous, Finn. A man alone…" 

"A man alone is a ghost they won't see coming," Finn countered, a rare, 
thin smile touching his lips. He slipped on the snowfox bracers Falazar 
had gifted him. "Don't worry, Sir Knight. I’m harder to catch than smoke." 
Before Ronigren could argue further, Finn had scaled a section of the 
wall away from the main gate, lowered himself on a rope, and vanished 
into the twilight landscape. 

*** 

The world was a storm of scents and sounds. The damp earth, the sharp 
tang of pine, the foul, musky odor of the goblin horde, and beneath it all, 
the cloying stench of death and unhallowed magic.  

The bracers felt… strange. Good strange. The ground seemed softer 
under his feet, his own footsteps impossibly silent. Light as a snowfox, 
Falazar said. The old man wasn’t wrong. 



He moved through the brush and shadow at the edge of the 
Whisperwind Hills, a ghost in the gloaming. Below him, he could see the 
main goblin army, a crawling, chaotic mass. But his target was a smaller 
group, a procession hauling one of the dreaded rams towards the 
fortress. He saw them clearly now – twenty goblins, straining at the 
ropes, their guttural chants a rhythmic grunt of effort. And walking beside 
the ram, a Bone-Singer, one of the shamans, its bone staff pulsing with a 
faint, sickly light. 

That’s the one. Take out the shepherd, and the sheep scatter. 

He circled, silent, downwind. The wind carried their stench, masking his 
own. He found a rocky outcrop that offered a clear line of sight. He 
nocked an arrow, one of his own carefully crafted bodkin points, 
designed to punch through leather and bone. He drew the string, the 
bow creaking softly. He slowed his breathing, becoming one with the 
stone, the shadow, the waiting stillness. 

The shaman paused, raising its staff to gesture at the goblins hauling the 
ram, barking a command. The perfect moment. The world narrowed to 
the space between his eye, the arrow, and the shaman’s exposed, 
scrawny neck. 

He was about to release when a flicker of movement to his left caught 
his eye. A sudden, impossible intrusion into his focused world. 

Sauntering out from behind a gorse bush, as if on an evening stroll, was 
Monty. The black cat. He moved with an unhurried insolent grace, at 
ease amidst the clamor of the approaching battle. He paused, sat down, 
and began to groom a front paw, his yellow eyes blinking slowly as they 
met Finn’s astonished gaze. The cat seemed to be looking through him 
with an ancient, inscrutable amusement. 

His concentration shattered. What in all the hells was this housecat 
doing here? His breath hitched, a fraction of a second’s hesitation. It was 
enough. The shaman, perhaps sensing the shift in the wind or a flicker of 
light, turned its head. Finn’s arrow, released a moment too late, flew true, 
but instead of the neck, it struck the shaman’s bony shoulder pauldron, 
skittering off with a sharp crack. 

The shaman shrieked, a sound of pain and fury, its head snapping 
around, its glowing eyes trying to pinpoint the source of the attack. 



Goblins screeched, dropping the ram’s ropes and raising their crude 
shields, turning his perfect ambush into a chaotic hornet’s nest. 

Cursing under his breath, Finn melted back into the shadows, his chance 
lost. The bracers made his retreat swift and silent, but his mind reeled. 
He glanced back. The cat, Monty, was gone, as if he had never been 
there. Only the enraged shrieks of the goblins and their wounded 
shaman remained. 

A ghost they won’t see coming, he had boasted. But it seemed even 
ghosts had to contend with the whims of a sauntering black cat. 

 



Chapter 16: The Tide of a Thousand Sorrows 

The initial skirmishes in the outer town were but a scattering of raindrops 
before the deluge. As dusk began bled into true night, the goblin horde 
stormed forward, a wave of shrieking malice and clanking iron, their 
torches a sea of malevolent fireflies advancing on Woodhall. 

And then came the horror. 

At the forefront of the assault, driven by the whips and prods of their 
goblin masters, came the dead-walkers. They shambled forward with an 
unnatural, jerky momentum, their decaying forms a grotesque parody of 
life, their eyes burning with a sickly glow. 

Revulsion and sorrow swept along Woodhall’s battlements. These were 
their kin, their countrymen, perverted into a mindless, advancing meat 
shield. 

"Gods have mercy…" A young archer beside Ronigren choked out, his 
bow trembling in his hands. 

Ronigren stared, his face ashen, at the lurching figures. He felt a cold 
dread clamp around his heart. He remembered the faces of the 
Oakhaven villagers, their desperate courage. Were they, too, out there, 
marching in this horrifying parody of life? 

Shield-Captain Eghel’s strained voice cut through the horrified paralysis: 
"Steady, men! They are not who they were! They are puppets, 
abominations! Grant them the true death they have been denied! 
Archers, loose!" 

The first volley of Argrenian arrows tore into the ranks of the undead. 
Some fell, pierced through their decaying chests or skulls, collapsing into 
rotted heaps. But many, despite grievous wounds, simply staggered on, 
driven by dark sorcery. Behind this gruesome vanguard, heavily armored 
goblin formations pushed forward their siege weapons: battering rams 
and tall, rickety siege ladders shielded by the advancing undead. 
Several wolf riders directed the assault, their snarls mixing with the 
guttural chants of a shaman positioned near one of the largest rams. 

Ruthiel acted. Their melodic voice rose in a song – a lament, ancient and 
sorrowful, woven with threads of natural magic. It sang of release, of 



returning to the earth. As the notes flowed, soft, silver light seemed to 
emanate from the Elf, reaching out towards the advancing dead-walkers. 

Where the light touched them, some of the undead faltered. The sickly 
off-white glow in their eyes flickered and died. Their unnatural animation 
ceased and they crumpled to the ground, finally finding true rest. It was a 
merciful unbinding, a gentle severing of the necromantic threads. But 
there were so many, and Ruthiel’s power could only grant peace to a 
few. 

A few paces away, Artholan engaged the goblin shaman in an intense 
duel of wills. The shaman was imbuing the ram with dark energy, its 
wooden head glowing with malevolent glyphs. Artholan weaved intricate 
patterns in the air, tendrils of crackling blue energy snaking out from his 
fingertips, seeking to unravel the shaman’s enchantment. Bolts of sickly 
green energy erupted from the shaman’s staff, met and deflected by 
Artholan’s shimmering arcane shields. It was a silent battle of 
otherworldly forces against the backdrop of screams and steel. 

The Argrenian archers, recovering from their initial shock, now 
unleashed volley after volley, arrows thudding into undead flesh and 
goblin shields alike. From the flanks of the fortress, where Finn and the 
other scouts and trappers had melted back closer to the walls, sporadic 
arrows continued to pick off goblin stragglers and disrupt their 
formations, in a last-ditch attempt to prevent a full encirclement and keep 
the routes contested. 

*** 

Deep within the dungeons, Sabine and Marta listened to the muffled 
sounds of the battle raging above. Sabine paced the stone floor, her 
impatience a restless fire in her belly. "We should be up there!" She 
exclaimed. "Fighting! Not… not hiding down here with silent stones!" 

Marta placed a calming hand on her arm. "Patience, child. Ruthiel spoke 
true. Their time will come when it is meant to. Forcing it will achieve 
nothing." Sabine looked at the six colossal Keepers, their forms 
unmoving, yet she could feel a subtle tension in their stony silence, as if 
they were listening, waiting. 

A familiar, sleek black form trotted into the dungeon, appearing from 
nowhere. Monty the cat, his tail held high and vibrating with excited 



anticipation. He sauntered over to the feet of the stone guardian with the 
obsidian axe, and looked up at Sabine. He blinked his knowing yellow 
eyes, and gave a small, almost encouraging, "mrrp." 

Sabine, startled but also strangely comforted by the cat’s nonchalant 
presence, knelt down and began to pet him, her fingers sinking into his 
thick, glossy fur. "What are you doing down here, Monty?" she 
murmured. "Shouldn't you be… well, somewhere safer?" 

Monty simply purred, his gaze fixed on the stone guardian above them. 

 

*** 

 

"They will fight until the false-dawn," Snik croaked, his small body 
trembling, golden eyes fixed on the raging battle beyond the arrow slit in 
Captain Eghel’s command post. "Then… then they will pull back. The 
Deep-Whisper… its hold is weaker in the True Light. The Stone-Skins… 
they do not like the sun.” 

Captain Eghel, deep channels carved in his face by the sleepless night, 
listened intently. The goblin informant was proving to be an astute 
observer of his former masters’ tactics. "So, they’ll throw everything they 
have at us tonight, hoping to break us before sunrise?" 

Snik nodded vigorously. "Yes, Captain. All night. They try to wear you 
down. Break your will. Then, if walls still stand, they camp, wait for next 
dark." 

He couldn’t match the enemy’s numbers, but he could use the darkness, 
their knowledge of the terrain, and sheer audacity to harry and disrupt. 
Small raiding parties were sent out from postern gates under covering 
fire.  

On the walls, the battle was a maelstrom of fire, steel, and sorcery. 
Artholan, face contorted in concentration, his robes billowing around him, 
let out a triumphant yell. "Ha! Unravel, you crude assemblage of 
necromantic filth!" One of the largest battering rams, its enchanted head 
moments from striking the main gate, shuddered. The dark glyphs upon 
it sputtered and died. With a groan its main beam cracked, splintered, 



collapsing into a useless heap of timber, much to the shrieking fury of the 
goblins manning it. 

The shaman, a hunched figure wreathed in sickly green light near the 
ruined ram, let out an enraged howl that cut through the din of battle. In 
response, he gestured violently, and from the rear of the goblin lines, a 
new horror was unleashed. A catapult fashioned from a massive, springy 
tree trunk, whipped forward, launching a spray of jagged rocks and 
heavy debris towards the battlements. 

"Incoming!" a lookout screamed. 

The deadly shower rained down upon the defenders. Men cried out as 
heavy stones smashed into shields, dented helms, and found 
unprotected flesh. Ronigren ducked behind a merlon as a chunk of 
granite the size of his head smashed into the stone behind where he had 
been standing, spraying him with rock chips. He heard a sickening crack 
to his left and looked up in time to see a young archer crumple to the 
ground with his chest caved in. 

A fresh volley of rocks arced towards their section of the wall. Ruthiel 
reacted instantly. The Elf’s hands moved in a swift, intricate pattern. The 
air before them shimmered, and a dozen of the largest projectiles 
simply… stopped. Suspended in mid-air, caught in an invisible net of 
silver light. With a sharp, focused gesture, Ruthiel flung them back with 
deadly force towards the catapult. Shrieks of pain and surprise erupted 
from the enemy lines as their own ammunition turned against them. 

Despite the sabotage raids, despite Artholan’s magical duel and 
Ruthiel’s elegant defense, despite the constant barrage of arrows and 
crossbow bolts that rained down from Woodhall’s walls, the horde 
continued its advance. They clambered over their fallen, undead and 
goblin alike, driven by the shaman’s dark will and the deeper, colder 
imperative of the Entity.  

Ladders scraped against the stone, grappling hooks sought purchase, 
and the remaining rams thudded with metronomic persistence against 
the gates and weaker sections of the wall. 

Woodhall was an island of defiance in a hostile sea, and the long, bloody 
storm had only just begun. 



The main gate of Woodhall groaned under the relentless assault of two 
battering rams, their rhythmic thuds a sickening heartbeat counting down 
the fortress’s resilience. Elsewhere along the western wall, ladders 
scraped against the stone, and shrill war cries announced the first 
attackers scrabbling for purchase on the battlements. 

"They’re on the western curtain!" A runner gasped, finding Ronigren 
amidst his breach reserve. "Section near the old sally port tower! 
They’ve got a ladder up!" 

This was it. Ronigren’s hand tightened on his sword. "Gregan! Iron 
Lances, with me!" 

He led his handpicked force down into the belly of the keep. They raced 
through a narrow, winding passage that led to an almost forgotten sally 
port, a small and heavily reinforced door concealed on the outer wall by 
boulders and overgrown shrubbery. 

They burst from the sally port, an eruption of steel and fury directly into 
the flank of the goblin party attempting to scale the wall. The goblins 
were caught completely off guard. Ronigren’s first blow took a 
ladder-bearer in the throat. Gregan, roaring like a berserker, waded into 
the thick of them, his axe piercing deep into a goblin’s chest armour with 
a slash, kicking the dying creature dangling from its blade.  

It was close-quarters, brutal work. A goblin spear skittered off Ronigren’s 
shield, another grazed Gregan’s arm. An Iron Lance trooper went down 
with a scream and a jagged blade buried in his stomach. But the shock 
and ferocity of the Argrenian counter-attack were overwhelming. The 
goblins, caught between the sally port force and the missiles from the 
wall above, broke. 

"The ladder!" Ronigren yelled. He and Gregan fought their way towards 
it, hacking through the remaining goblins. With a combined effort, they 
managed to topple the heavy siege ladder, and sent it crashing to the 
ground, taking a few screaming goblins with it. 

A momentary, savage triumph bloomed in his chest, but as they paused, 
catching their breath amidst the goblin dead and wounded, a volley of 
arrows arced down from the darkness beyond their immediate perimeter. 

"Back!" Ronigren roared. "Back to the sally port!" 



It was a messy retreat. Another trooper fell with a strangled scream, an 
arrow piercing his chest. They scrambled back through the narrow 
opening, dragging their wounded with them, just as a heavier volley of 
arrows thudded into the boulders and stonework around the concealed 
door. They had bought time, repelled one breach, but at a cost. 

Ronigren’s heart was a cold, thumping, hard knot in his chest. Two men 
dead for one ladder. The brutal arithmetic of command felt like acid in his 
gut. 

*** 

The great water clock in Woodhall’s small observatory tower, a marvel of 
brass and precisely calibrated gears, dripped with an agonizing 
slowness. Shield-Captain Eghel found his gaze drawn to it with 
obsessive frequency, each slow turn of its water wheel marking another 
precious minute lost to the relentless night. Two hours until true dawn. 
Two more hours of this unholy tumult. His men were weary, their arms 
aching, their reserves of adrenaline and courage stretched to the 
breaking point. 

The enemy’s assaults had been incessant, wave after wave of goblins 
and dead-walkers hurling themselves against Woodhall’s defiant walls. 
Each attempt was met with with showers of arrows, with boiling oil, with 
the grim work of sword and spear. Ronigren’s breach reserve had been 
deployed twice already, plugging near-breakthroughs at the main gate 
and a section of the eastern wall where goblin sappers had managed to 
weaken the foundations. Casualties were mounting on both sides, the 
ground before the fortress a charnel field. 

Yet, despite their ferocity and sheer numbers, the attackers had not yet 
gained a solid foothold. Woodhall’s defenses, though strained, were 
holding. The goblin shaman, his dark enchantments repeatedly thwarted 
by Ruthiel and Artholan’s counter-sorceries, was clearly growing 
frustrated. 

As the water clock ticked towards the final hour of true darkness, the 
shaman played his most terrifying card yet. 

From the seething mass of the goblin horde, two new figures emerged, 
lumbering forward with a speed that belied their immense bulk: the 
Drinkers-of-Fear. The Stone Skin ogres. Their scaled hides seemed to 



swallow the light, their eyes burned with a cold, predatory hunger. The 
ground trembled with their approach. 

One of Eghel’s harassing squads found themselves directly in the path 
of the two behemoths. The contest was sickeningly brief. The ogres 
moved with a surprising agility, scything through the rangers like a 
reaper through wheat. Screams were cut short, shields splintered, 
bodies thrown aside like broken toys. 

A horrified cry went up from the battlements. "Ogres! They’ve unleashed 
the Stone-Skins!" 

Under a renewed barrage of arrows that mostly glanced harmlessly off 
their thick scaled hides, supported by the thunderous impacts of the 
goblin catapults, the two juggernauts charged towards a secondary, less 
heavily defended gatehouse on the southwestern wall. 

"They’re going for the Old Mill Gate!" Eghel roared, his face ashen. 
"Ronigren! Get your reserve there! Now!" 

But even as Ronigren and his men scrambled, Finn had an idea. He 
found Artholan, who was panting from his ongoing magical duel with the 
shaman, his robes singed, his hair wild. 

"Mage!" Finn yelled over the din. "That barrel of pitch near the Mill Gate! 
Can you… enhance it? Make it burn hotter?" 

Artholan, his eyes crazed by a mixture of exhaustion and battle-fury, 
understood instantly. "Incendiary amplification? Crude, but… potentially 
effective against such brutes! Get it in position!" 

As the first ogre reached the Old Mill Gate, its mace already raised to 
deliver a shattering blow, soldiers on the wall above managed to roll a 
heavy barrel of pitch directly into its path. Just as it was about to impact 
the creature’s legs, Artholan unleashed a focused bolt of pure searing 
energy. 

FWOOM! 

The barrel erupted in a geyser of superheated flame. The shockwave 
washed over the battlements, a blast of heat that singed beards and 
made the stone beneath their feet shudder. The ogre let out a bellow of 
pain and shock as the explosive, magically enhanced fire engulfed its 
lower limbs. The stench of burning flesh and superheated pitch filled the 



air, a nauseating cocktail of victory. When the flames momentarily 
subsided, the creature was down, one of its massive legs bent at an 
unnatural angle, its scaled hide blackened and split, revealing shattered 
bone. 

The goblin shaman let out a shriek of frustrated rage. The second ogre, 
which had been about to join its companion in smashing the gate, 
paused, its brutish head turning towards its fallen comrade. The shaman 
barked a series of sharp commands. 

Reluctantly, the second hulking terror abandoned its assault on the gate. 
It lumbered over to its injured companion and began to drag the crippled 
behemoth back towards the goblin lines, away from the walls. 

A ragged, almost disbelieving cheer went up from the defenders. They 
had faced down the Stone-Skins. They had held. 

As if on cue, the eastern sky began to lighten, a pale, grey luminescence 
seeping into the pre-dawn darkness. 

The goblin horns sounded again, but this time, their call was different; a 
signal for withdrawal. The relentless pressure on the walls began to 
ease. The goblins, true to Snik’s prediction, started to pull back, 
retreating from the killing ground before Woodhall, leaving their dead 
and their ruined siege engines behind. The long, terrible night was 
finally, blessedly, ending. 

Woodhall still stood. Battered, bleeding, but unbroken. As the first true 
rays of dawn touched the bloodstained walls, the defenders allowed 
themselves a moment of weary, fragile hope.  

 

*** 

While blood was being spilled at Woodhall, a different kind of transaction 
was taking place in the smoky, ale-soaked atmosphere of a Kingstead 
tavern. Beryl of House Valerius, his usual silken attire rumpled, his eyes 
bloodshot, was deep in his cups. He sought solace, as he often did, in 
wine and the fleeting comfort of paid companionship. 

Elmyra listened to his drunken ramblings with a practiced air of 
sympathetic attention. She had no sympathy for Beryl, for his arrogant 
dismissal of the frontier’s struggles, for the casual cruelty that often 



laced his courtly wit. But business was business, and Beryl, for all his 
flaws, paid well.  

Later, in the privacy of a rented room above the tavern, Beryl snored in a 
drunken stupor. Elmyra moved with quiet, practiced efficiency. She had 
already collected double her usual fee, Beryl being too intoxicated to 
argue. Now, her nimble fingers explored the pockets of his discarded silk 
doublet and the pouches on his belt. 

Her fingers closed around a small, heavy object tucked deep within an 
inner pocket. She drew it out. In the dim light filtering from the street, it 
gleamed faintly; a chain-link amulet, intricately woven from a dark, 
unfamiliar metal. Why would a fop like him be carrying such a thing? 

A thrill of illicit discovery ran through her. This was more than just a 
trinket. It felt… important. With a last, disdainful glance at the snoring 
man, Elmyra slipped the amulet into her own hidden pouch and slid out 
soundlessly from the room.  

Kingstead, for all its royal pronouncements and noble facades, 
possessed a thriving underbelly, a warren of shadowed alleys and 
discreet establishments where desires both mundane and illicit could be 
satisfied, for the right price. Elmyra, a denizen of this twilight world, knew 
its pathways well. 

She knew a place, a shop tucked away in the Labyrinthine where such 
unusual items could be appraised and discreetly sold. It was run by a 
man named Cyros Goldenvein. 

Master Goldenvein presented himself as a purveyor of "Curiosities and 
Esoterica," his shop window displaying a dusty collection of tarnished 
silver lockets, chipped porcelain figurines, and vaguely unsettling 
taxidermied animals. But the real business was conducted in the back 
room, where Goldenvein dealt in items of a far more potent, and legally 
dubious, nature; rare alchemical ingredients, scrolls of forgotten lore, 
and artifacts sourced through channels best left unexamined. 

Cyros Goldenvein himself was a study in unctuous charm and mercurial 
moods. Once, long ago, he had been a promising, if unorthodox, student 
of Archmage Falazar, possessed of a keen intellect and a natural 
aptitude for the arcane. But their paths had diverged. 



Elmyra found him in his dimly lit back room, surrounded by bubbling 
retorts, smoking braziers, and shelves laden with jars containing 
unknown substances. Goldenvein, a man whose age was difficult to 
guess beneath his carefully maintained veneer of dandy elegance and 
knowing cynicism, greeted her with a smile that was both welcoming and 
predatory. 

"Ah, Elmyra, my delightful nightingale!" He purred, his eyes, sharp as a 
hawk’s, already assessing her. "What treasure have you brought to old 
Cyros today? A bauble from a besotted baron? A token from a tearful 
viscount?" 

With a challenging, amused glint in her eye, Elmyra placed the chain-link 
amulet on his workbench, amidst a clutter of pestles, mortars, and 
strange crystalline formations. 

Goldenvein’s jovial expression wavered as he picked it up. His long, 
nimble fingers traced the impossibly fine network of dark metal chains. 
He held it to a sputtering gas lamp, his eyes narrowing in concentration. 
A low whistle escaped his lips. 

"Well, well, well," he murmured, his earlier flippancy gone. "This is… not 
your usual lover’s trinket, my dear. The craftsmanship is exquisite. The 
material is unknown to common metallurgy. And the resonance…" He 
closed his eyes for a moment, his head tilted as if listening to a silent 
hum. "Potent. Very potent. Dormant, yet thrumming with a deeply buried 
power." 

He opened his eyes, calculating. "Where did you acquire such an item, 
Elmyra? No, don’t tell me. Some secrets are best kept by those who 
profit from them." He turned the amulet over and over in his hands. "I 
cannot tell you its precise purpose, nor its exact provenance without 
further… and likely expensive divinatory investigation. But I can tell you 
this: it is unlike any trinket you have brought me before." 

He paused, a thoughtful, avaricious gleam in his eye. "In fact," he said 
slowly, "this is an item of such unique character that it might just warrant 
the attention of a certain estranged former mentor of mine. One who 
possesses an irritatingly comprehensive knowledge of such ancient 
oddities." He tapped a finger against his lips.  

"Are you—" Elmyra started.  



"Yes. Archmage Falazar. He may feign disinterest, but his curiosity for 
the truly rare is an incurable affliction." He interjected. 

"Griswold!" Goldenvein called out, his voice brisk. 

From a shadowed corner of the shop, a figure emerged, his beard a 
cascade of white that reached his knees, his face a roadmap of wrinkles, 
ancient even by dwarven standards. Griswold was Goldenvein’s 
assistant, a creature of few words and stoic disposition. 

"Master Cyros?" Griswold rumbled, his voice like phlegmatic stones 
grinding together. 

"Take this," Goldenvein said, carefully placing the amulet in a 
velvet-lined box. "To the Royal Citadel. Request an immediate audience 
with Archmage Falazar. Tell him Cyros Goldenvein has come into 
possession of an artifact of… singular interest. One that might shed light 
on certain antiquarian puzzles the Archmage is known to ponder. Be 
discreet, Griswold. And do try not to track too much alchemical residue 
on the Citadel’s pristine floors." 



Chapter 17: A Tangle of Chains 

Falazar looked up from an obscure passage on a yellowed scroll on Jotunai 

Earth-Bindings with weary impatience as the ancient dwarf was 

announced. 

"Griswold," Falazar said, his voice dry as old parchment. "To what do I owe 

this interruption? Has your feckless master finally managed to transmute 

lead into something even less valuable, like, say, his own opinions?" 

Griswold simply bowed his head slightly and presented a velvet-lined box. 

"Master Cyros Goldenvein sends his compliments, Archmage. He bade me 

say he has acquired an artifact he believes may be of singular interest." 

Falazar eyed the box skeptically, then, with a sigh, he opened it. His eyes 

widened. An intricately woven chain-link amulet lay nestled on velvet, dark 

metal absorbing the light. 

It was astonishingly similar to the one Sabine possessed, and yet did not 

feel as ancient. Its sorcery lacked the esoteric earthly notes he felt in the 

Sabine’s. If anything, he felt a more insidious energy woven into it, a 

viscous undercurrent crawling under his skin. 

"By the forgotten fate of Lynneus’s left sock!" Falazar exclaimed. He looked 

at Griswold, then back at the amulet. 

"Tell your master," Falazar said, his voice now sharp with an urgency that 

belied his earlier sarcasm, "that this… 'singular interest' is indeed shared. 

And tell him that if he values his continued autonomy within the tolerant 

boundaries of this city, he will present himself and whatever knowledge he 

has of this amulet to me. At once. And Griswold," he added, as the dwarf 

turned to leave, "do encourage him to rid himself of that cloying cologne of 

his before he arrives. The last time he was here, my moonpetals wilted for a 

week." 

Griswold merely grunted, a sound that could have meant anything, and 

shuffled out, leaving Falazar staring at this second chain-link artefact. 

*** 

Cyros Goldenvein arrived at Falazar’s tower later that day, preceded by a 

wave of expensive, cloying perfume that did little to mask the underlying 

aroma of astringent arcane chemicals. He was dressed in his finest silks, a 

gold, red and white perfumed peacock amidst Falazar’s scholarly chaos, 

projecting a carefully crafted blend of obsequiousness and opportunistic 

cunning. Elmyra accompanied him, looking unfazed in the Archmage’s 

legendary sanctum. She met Falazar’s penetrating gaze with a steady poise 

that bordered on insolence. 



"Goldenvein," Falazar began, mild as the calm before a thaumaturgic 

tempest. "An item of 'singular interest,' your dwarf teased. Indeed. Perhaps 

you would be so kind as to enlighten me as to how such an artifact, reeking 

of considerable, unwholesome power, found its way into your emporium?" 

Cyros spread his hands in a gesture of magnanimous innocence. 

"Archmage, my dear mentor! Always so quick to assume the worst of your 

devoted former pupil. A treasure such as this simply… gravitated towards 

one of refined taste and discernment. A connoisseur, if you will, of the 

unique and the potent." 

"A connoisseur of profiting from things best left undisturbed, more likely," 

Falazar retorted, his voice losing some of its mildness. "This is no mere 

'curiosity,' Cyros. This object hums with an insidious power; it speaks of 

bindings, coercions. Now, unless you wish for the Mages’ Guild Inquisitors 

to take a deep interest in the precise contents of your back room, I suggest 

you tell me how it came into your possession." 

Cyros’s smile faltered, but he quickly recovered his unctuous composure, 

moulding his face in a mask of shock and hurt. "A business transaction, 

Archmage. Purely legitimate, I assure you. A client, wishing to remain 

anonymous, sought an appraisal and a discreet sale." He gestured vaguely 

towards Elmyra. 

Falazar turned to Elmyra. "Mistress Elmyra. Your reputation for 

resourcefulness precedes you. Perhaps you would be less circumspect than 

my disgraced former apprentice here?" 

Elmyra met his gaze with a faint, knowing smile. "Archmage. An honor. As 

for the amulet, it was… a gift. From a gentleman of noble standing, one 

Beryl of House Valerius, if memory serves. He was… unburdened by its 

possession after a night of convivial companionship." 

Falazar’s eyebrows shot up. "Beryl Valerius? The Chancellor’s peacock of a 

son? That witless popinjay was carrying this?" 

"He seemed unaware of its true nature, Archmage," Elmyra added 

smoothly. "Likely thought it a gaudy piece of jewelry, perhaps a spoil from 

some ill-advised wager. Men of his station often acquire things they neither 

understand nor deserve." 

"Indeed," Falazar muttered. He picked up the amulet, its dark metal cool 

and heavy in his hand. 

"This is not a 'Chain of Command' in the sense that the Jotunai legends 

speak of," Falazar mused, more to himself than to his guests. "This is… 

something else. A tether. A conduit for a will not its own. The 'chains' of the 

Chained Races… could it be related?" He said, drumming his fingers on the 

table. 



Cyros Goldenvein leaned forward. "A fascinating line of inquiry, Archmage! 

Perhaps, for a modest retainer, my own humble alchemical and divinatory 

skills could assist in unraveling this intricate puzzle? I have certain reagents 

that are remarkably effective at revealing latent enchantments and 

historical imprints." 

"Your 'humble skills,' Cyros, usually involve separating gullible fools from 

their coin with overpriced love potions and tinctures of questionable 

efficacy. This artifact is leagues beyond your petty dabblings." He turned 

the amulet over in his hand. "A chain of binding… used by whom, I wonder? 

And for what ultimate purpose?" 

"Beryl Valerius seemed to have no particular attachment to it, Archmage. 

He likely acquired it recently. Perhaps from someone who did understand 

its nature, and wished to discreetly pass it on, or place it where it might 

cause… interesting complications." Elmyra offered. 

Falazar nodded slowly. 

"Your contribution has been noted, Goldenvein," Falazar said, his tone 

making it clear the audience was nearing its end. "As for a 'retainer'…" He 

gave a bark of dry laughter. "Consider the continued non-interference of the 

Inquisitors in your odiferous establishment as payment enough. For now." 

He looked at Elmyra. "And you, Mistress. You have a keen eye and an even 

keener understanding of this city’s undercurrents. Should you encounter 

any further items of such… unusual provenance or hear whispers of those 

who deal in such chains of binding, my door is always open." 

Elmyra inclined her head, "I shall keep that in mind, Archmage." She 

looked at him, her eyes wide in an indecipherable expression. 

  

*** 

  

Dawn crawled over Woodhall like a scarred, bruised survivor, revealing the 

full extent of the night’s wounds. The ground before the fortress walls was a 

tableau of death and destruction – goblin corpses lay in twisted heaps 

alongside the still forms of the undead. A pall of smoke hung heavy in the 

air, carrying the acrid stench of burnt pitch and death. 

Squads of soldiers, sappers, and engineers ventured out from the gates 

under the watchful eyes of archers on the battlements. Shield-Captain 

Eghel directed them. They worked with urgency to shape the battlefield for 

the inevitable return of darkness. They dragged away goblin corpses, dug 

deeper trenches, set sharpened stakes, and cleared lines of fire to create 



deadly kill-zones. Sporadic arrows from hidden goblin snipers harassed 

their efforts. The enemy was still watching, still waiting. 

Finn had slipped out of Woodhall before the sunrise, to reconnoiter the 

enemy encampment, assess their numbers, gauge their morale, and identify 

any new threats. 

Deep within the dungeons, Sabine, having snatched a few hours of fitful 

sleep, sat on a stone bench. Marta rested nearby with her eyes closed, 

though Sabine suspected she was not asleep. 

A familiar, sleek black form trotted into the chamber, materializing from 

the shadows. Monty. He approached Sabine, tail held high, and with a soft 

"mrrp," leaped gracefully onto her lap. 

"You gave us quite a scare last night, disappearing like that," Sabine 

murmured, scratching him behind the ears. "Where do you go, you 

mysterious thing?" 

Monty just purred, a deep, rumbling sound, and then, playfully, began to 

bat at the chain-link amulet that dangled from her neck. 

*** 

Ronigren had finally succumbed to bone-deep exhaustion in his small 

chamber, collapsing onto his cot still in his battered armor. He had been 

awake for what felt like days. His sleep was a shallow, troubled affair, 

dreams filled with the shrieks of goblins and the thud of rams. 

He was jolted awake by a sharp, insistent rapping on his door. "Sir 

Ronigren! Sir Ronigren, awaken! It is a matter of some urgency!" 

Groaning, Ronigren dragged himself upright. It was Artholan. The mage 

stood in the doorway, his robes askew, a rolled parchment clutched in his 

hand. 

"By the spiraling nebulae of Flox, man, must you sleep like the dead 

themselves?" Artholan huffed, though Ronigren could sense a genuine 

concern beneath his usual condescension. "Archmage Falazar has made 

contact. Through a rather… unstable… Weave conduit, I managed to receive 

a brief, somewhat garbled missive." 

The fog of sleep began to dissipate. "Falazar? What news?" 

Artholan unrolled the parchment. "It seems our esteemed Archmage has 

not been idle in Kingstead. He has… acquired… another artifact. One 

disturbingly similar in its base construction to Mistress Sabine’s amulet, 

yet… different in its resonance. He speaks of it as a 'Chain of Binding,' a tool 

perhaps used by the Entity’s acolytes. He believes its presence in Kingstead, 

found on the person of young Beryl Valerius no less, is no mere 

coincidence." 



Ronigren stared, his mind struggling to process the implications. Another 

amulet? A darker version? …Beryl, of all people? “So…” Ronigren croaked, 

his voice rough. “What does the Archmage propose us to do?” 

The mage paused, as if puzzled. "The Archmage is… concerned. Deeply. He 

urges us to redouble our efforts to understand Mistress Sabine’s amulet and 

its connection to the Keepers. He needs intelligence, Sir Knight. And he 

needs us to hold this fortress, to protect Sabine and Marta, until he can 

understand more.” 

Sure, Mr. Archmage sir, and a plate of honeyed golden figs of Alsair for an 

after-supper treat? 

“I understand, Artholan. I suggest we survive the next assault for now” 

Ronigren managed, swallowing a blunt retort. 

  

*** 

The news of the fortress under siege, coupled with Falazar’s discovery of the 

amulet and its links to the ambitious house of Valerius had finally shattered 

King Elric’s remaining constraint. The cautious, consensus-seeking 

monarch was gone, replaced by a ruler facing an existential threat. 

He convened an emergency session of his closest, most loyal advisors, Lord 

Marshal Tyrell and Falazar chief among them. The evidence was laid bare. 

"Lord Marshal," he commanded, "you will immediately dispatch a relief 

force to Woodhall. Every available man from the King’s Own Guard, the 

Citadel Garrison, and any loyal Banner Lords currently in Kingstead. I want 

them on the road by nightfall. Speed is paramount." 

Tyrell nodded. "It will be done, Your Majesty. We can muster perhaps 

fifteen hundred, two thousand at most with the required haste. They will be 

hard-pressed, but they will go. I will place General Varrus in command. His 

Griffin Riders know the northern roads." 

"Furthermore," the King continued, his gaze sweeping over his advisors, "I 

am invoking the Crown’s Emergency Powers. Chancellor Valerius is hereby 

suspended from his duties. His assets will be seized to fund the war effort. I 

demand a full, immediate mobilization of all Argrenian forces. Every lord, 

every banner, every guild, will contribute. No excuses, no delays. Argren 

fights as one, or Argren falls." 

A stunned silence followed his pronouncements. Falazar, while inwardly 

applauding the King’s newfound resolve, felt a prickle of unease. 

"Your Majesty," Falazar said carefully, "your decisiveness is commendable, 

and long due. But deposing Valerius so abruptly, seizing assets… it will 

create powerful enemies within our own walls. Discontent will brew." 



"Let them brew, Archmage," King Elric retorted, his jaw set. " Argren has 

no time for traitors or fools." He turned back to the map, his finger tracing 

the road north towards Woodhall, a journey of several days even for a 

fast-moving relief force. "May the gods grant them speed. And may those at 

Woodhall hold until they arrive." 

The King’s gambit had been played. The Royal Standard would march 

north. But as the loyalist troops prepared for their desperate ride, Falazar 

could not shake the feeling that the shadows within Kingstead itself were 

deepening. 

Interlude – The Umbral Web 

His perception drifted beyond Woodhall. South. A small, desperate surge 

of loyalist power moving north. Insignificant in the grand scheme, a gnat 

buzzing against a behemoth, yet... Their king, it seemed, was finally 

stirring from his complacent slumber. 

And in the capital itself, ah. One of his own tools, or one crafted in 

mimicry by a lesser acolyte, now misplaced. Held by an annoying beacon 

of defiant will, a persistent thorn. How untidy. 

The whispers intensified, urging him to focus the horde, to crush the 

fortress, to secure the Old Ones, claim the Terra-Born and her Chain, 

retrieve the lost instrument of binding. 

His own fading consciousness, prisoner and conductor, felt a distant, 

phantom ache of… Regret? Or merely the strain of channeling such vast, 

cold power? 

He extended a tendril of his muffled will through the Weave, a dark, 

questing thought towards his prime servant, the honeyed voice that 

guided the Chained. The fortress must fall tonight. The Old Ones must be 

secured. The Terra-Born and her Chain are… priorities. Eliminate all 

dissonances. The lesser wills will obey. 

  

*** 

  

A week. Seven days and seven nights Woodhall had endured, a defiant 

island in a sea of encroaching darkness. Each night, the goblin horde threw 

themselves against the fortress walls. Rams thudded, ladders scraped, and 

the air filled with the clash of steel and sorcery. 

Finn’s reconnaissance missions, though perilous, had proven invaluable. 

His detailed reports allowed Captain Eghel to anticipate the enemy’s main 

thrusts, to reinforce vulnerable sections, and to direct Artholan’s and 

Ruthiel’s magical defenses with greater precision. But it was a war of 



attrition, and Woodhall was slowly, inexorably, being ground down. 

Casualties were mounting by the dozen, catapults and rams had weakened 

gates and sections of the wall. 

Deep within the dungeons, Sabine paced like a caged lioness. She slammed 

a fist against her own thigh in frustration. They said she had power, that 

this amulet was a key, but what good was it? Men were dying on the walls, 

their screams echoing in her memory, and she was down here, a giantess 

playing with a cat and a collection of useless rocks. The feeling of impotence 

was a sickness in her gut. Her amulet hummed constantly against her skin, 

but she felt no closer to understanding its purpose or commanding the 

silent giants. Monty the cat was an a constant companion now, often curled 

at her feet. 

Then, on the eighth day, a glimmer of hope. Lookouts on the southern 

battlements sighted a distant dust cloud, and soon, the banners of the 

King’s Own Guard were seen approaching in the distant twilight. A ragged 

cheer went up from the weary defenders on Woodhall’s walls. 

The goblin horde, as if anticipating their arrival, reacted with unsettling 

speed. A significant portion of the goblin army, spearheaded by four of the 

Stone-Skin and a host of dead-walkers, detached itself from the siege lines 

and moved to intercept them in the open country a few leagues south of the 

fortress. 

From Woodhall’s walls, Ronigren, Eghel, and the others watched in 

horrified disbelief as the pitched battle unfolded on the distant plain. The 

King’s cavalry valiant charge, trailed by the disciplined lines of its infantry. 

The  shock of the ogres as they smashed into the Argrenian frontline, their 

massive maces breaking shield walls and scattering men like dolls. They 

saw the goblin horde, an overwhelming tide, engulf the smaller royalist 

army as the first line shattered and the cavalry dispersed. 

The battle was short, brutal, and decisive. The King’s men fought bravely, 

but they were outnumbered, outmaneuvered, facing horrors they were 

unprepared for. The disciplined ranks shattered. Pockets of resistance were 

swallowed whole. Soon what was left of the relief force was in full routt, 

fleeing southwards, buying the retreat with the blood and sacrifice of the 

brave, their proud banners tattered and trailing in the dust, away from the 

slaughter. 

A groan of despair echoed along Woodhall’s battlements. Their hope for 

reinforcement had been broken before their eyes. They were truly alone 

now, an isolated speck of defiance against an enemy that seemed to grow 

stronger, more cunning, with each passing day. 

Captain Eghel’s face was a mask of stone, but Ronigren could see the hope 

dying in his eyes. 



News filtered down in the dungeons below and Sabine felt her own hope 

fade, mocked by the hum of her amulet. Monty, still purring on her lap, 

opened one yellow eye and looked back at her with a challenging gleam. 

Well? What are you going to do about it? 

 



Chapter 18: The Melody of Chains 

The news of the relief force’s annihilation swept through Woodhall like a 
foul wind. Despair, cold and cloying, seeped into the fortress, chilling the 
already weary spirits of its defenders. The nightly assaults continued, 
each one more ferocious, as if the enemy sensed their flagging morale. 
Supplies dwindled. The wounded huddled in every sheltered corner, their 
incessant laments and the wailings of the bereaved vibrating through the 
already frayed nerves of the defenders. 

Echoes of such despair reverberated down in the cavernous dungeons 
below, and Sabine could bear the inaction no longer. The thrum of her 
amulet, the muffled roars of battle, their oppressive isolation… it all 
coiled within her, a spring wound too tight.  

"I just can't sit here anymore!" she erupted, startling Marta and causing 
even Monty to lift his head from his nap on a Keeper’s massive foot. 
"They’re dying up there! We have these… these giants… and we’re 
doing nothing!" 

Artholan, who had been attempting yet more fruitless arcane fidgeting on 
the Keepers, snorted. "My dear girl, 'doing nothing' is a rather simplistic 
assessment of complex thaumaturgic entreaties! These constructs 
require a precise frequency, a focused volitional catalyst, which, I regret 
to inform you, neither your youthful impatience nor good woman Marta’s 
rustic piety seems capable of providing!" 

"Then maybe they don't need 'thaumaturgic entreaties'!" Sabine retorted, 
chewing Artholan’s academic lingo with sarcasm, her eyes glaring. 
"Maybe they need… something else! Something real!" A desperate idea 
took root. "I'm going up there. If I’m going to die, I’ll die fighting, not 
cowering in a hole!" she said, flailing her long arms in broad, impatient 
gestures. 

"Sabine, no!" Marta scowled. "It’s too dangerous, girl! You’re not a 
soldier!" 

"I’m stronger than most soldiers, Auntie!" Sabine shot back, her jaw set 
with a stubbornness that brook no arguments. "And I’m tired of being 
useless!" 

Ignoring their protests, ignoring Artholan’s spluttered warnings, Sabine 
strode towards the dungeon exit. She didn't know what she would do, 



how she would fight, but the thought of remaining inactive while others 
sacrificed themselves was unbearable. 

She climbed in long strides, three or four steps at a time, occasionally 
steading herself with a hand on the railing or the wall, just as the first 
ominous horns of the evening’s assault began to echo through the 
fortress. Monty the cat darted past her, a black streak bounding up the 
stairs ahead. 

Sabine emerged into the chaotic courtyard, where soldiers were rushing 
to the battlements with stony expressions. The air was thick with the 
smell of smoke and vibrating with anticipation. The goblin horde was 
advancing, a sea of torches in the gathering gloom. Her heart froze for a 
bit, then accelerated. The axe in her hand looked about as real as the tin 
crown she used to wear in her games as a child. 

A stray goblin arrow arced high over the wall and whistled down into the 
bailey. Fate, or perhaps a more enigmatic force, guided its path. It struck 
Sabine’s arm, a searing pain, and the hot wet trickle of blood. 

“Aaah!” She cried out, stumbling back wide-eyed, clutching her wounded 
arm. For a moment, she thought she’d died. Then she turned to the 
arrow shaft, an incongruous new limb sprouting from her upper arm.  

Pain faded. 

So did sound.  

A haze floated up in her vision. 

The amulet around her neck, now stained with a smear of her own 
blood, pulsed with an intense, almost blinding light.  

*** 

Down in the dungeons, the iron key in Marta’s trembling hand blazed 
with a corresponding heat. And the stone Keepers… moved. 

*** 

The steps of the awakened Keepers resonated through Woodhall like an 
earthquake, a deep, primordial tremor that momentarily silenced the 
sound of battle. In the bailey, Sabine, clutching her bleeding arm, stared 
in stunned disbelief as the first stone giant, its obsidian axe held ready, 
emerged from the dungeon entrance, its glyphs blazing with unnatural 



light. Monty the cat, perched on a nearby stack of crates, let out a small, 
satisfied "mrrrp," his tail twitching, looking mighty pleased with himself. 

Myanaa ran up to Sabine, catching her breath, her gentle hands already 
assessing the wound. Snik, despite his own terror, scrabbled to help, 
tearing strips of cloth from his tattered tunic for a bandage. "Arrow… 
barbed," he croaked, his eyes wide as he watched the emerging 
behemoth. "Must pull clean." Sabine barely registered their ministrations, 
her gaze fixed on the spectacle unfolding before her. The amulet on her 
chest writhed like a coiled serpent, pulsing in time with the Keeper’s 
thundering footsteps. 

*** 

Down in the dungeon, an astonished Artholan watched as Marta, pale as 
death, held her glowing iron key aloft. One by one, with that sound of 
grinding continents, the remaining five stone Keepers stirred. They 
lumbered out of their centuries-long slumber, following their awakened 
kin in a procession of ancient, terrifying power. 

"By the swirling chaos of the Prime Mover!" Artholan gasped, stumbling 
back. "She’s… she’s controlling them! Or… or they are drawing 
from her!" Marta looked as if she were about to collapse, sweat beading 
on her brow, yet her eyes burned with a fierce, almost ecstatic, light. 

*** 

The six stone Keepers moved through the bailey with a ponderous 
momentum, their sheer size parting the scrambling soldiers. A middle 
aged veteran jumped off the stairs, tumbling over a barrel and landing 
with a sickening bounce of his helmeted head just a moment before a 
Keeper’s foot cracked the step he’d been standing on. 

The first Keeper to reach the gate crouched low and leaped clear of the 
wall, burying cobblestones deep in his wake. It brought its colossal 
obsidian axe down in a devastating arc. The nearest ram, and the 
goblins manning it were reduced to splinters and gore. The other 
Keepers fanned out along the walls, ignoring the shrieks of the human 
defenders scrambling out of their way. A Keeper swatted a ladder, and 
half a dozen goblins shrieked in horror as they fell, a ram was crushed 
under the weight of the club wielding Keeper. The few goblins that had 
climbed the wall leaped off it in haste. 



But the enemy was not so easily cowed. The goblin shaman shrieked a 
command and the Stone-Skin lumbered forward, eyes burning with a 
focused, brutish rage. They met the Keepers head-on. 

It was a clash of titans. Stone and ancient magic against scaled hide and 
primordial fury. An ogre’s massive mace slammed into a Keeper’s stone 
arm, sending chips of rock flying, but the sentinel barely flinched, its own 
weapon – a jagged stone club – crashing down on the ogre’s shoulder 
with enough force to make the behemoth roar in pain and stumble back. 
Another Keeper, wielding a spear like a sharpened monolith, impaled an 
ogre through its thick chest, the creature letting out a deafening, gurgling 
shriek before collapsing. 

Yet, the ogres were resilient, their thick hides deflecting blows that would 
have annihilated any lesser creature. And there were still goblins and 
dead-walkers flooding towards the walls. Smaller breaches, wedges of 
wall caved in by the relentless nightly assault of catapults, were already 
seeing close-quarters fighting. 

*** 

Ronigren and Gregan, with their breach reserve, found themselves 
constantly redeploying, racing from one threatened section to another. 
They fought with a determined despair, their awe at the Keepers’ power 
tempered by the terrifying realization that even these stone giants might 
not be enough. At one section of the western wall, where a crumbling 
bastion had allowed a flood of goblins to pour through, Ronigren found 
himself back-to-back with Gregan, their swords and axes a blur of 
motion. 

"There’s too many of them!" Gregan roared, cleaving a goblin in two. 
"They’re like maggots on a corpse!" 

"Hold the line, Gregan!" Ronigren yelled back, parrying a thrust from an 
undead soldier, its decaying face inches from his own. "We just have to 
hold!" He growled, unsheathing his rondel dagger, and pushing it up 
below the undead’s lower jaw with his other arm. 

The battle for Woodhall raged on, a relentless symphony of destruction. 
But a new, unexpected sound began to filter through the din – faint at 
first, then growing stronger: the distant, defiant cry of Argrenian war 
horns. 



From the southern road, where they had been shattered and scattered 
only the day before, came the tattered remnants of the King’s relief 
force. They were fewer now, their banners torn, their armor dented and 
bloodied, but their spirits, it seemed, had rallied for one last, desperate 
charge. 

Ronigren saw them, a lump of awe and respect forming in his throat. He 
had seen courage in Oakhaven, in Woodhall's defenders, but this... this 
was something else. This was the courage of the damned, the defiance 
of men who had already been broken once and had chosen to charge 
back into the very hell that had shattered them.  

Goblins and dead-walkers, already hard-pressed by the Keepers and 
Woodhall’s defenders, now found themselves attacked from the rear. 
The shaman barked urgent commands, his voice vibrating unnaturally 
above the clangour and the thuds, trying to reorient his forces. 

One of the Keepers, its stone body already cracked and scarred from its 
duel with a massive ogre, saw its chance. With a final, earth-shattering 
heave, it drove its monolithic stone spear through the ogre’s remaining 
good eye, deep into its brain. The dying behemoth let out a deafening, 
gurgling rattle. As the ogre fell, its still-flailing mace caught the Keeper in 
its midsection. With a sound like tearing rock, a huge fissure opened in 
the sentinel’s torso. It stumbled, its glyphs flickering erratically, then, with 
a slow, ponderous dignity, it toppled forward, shattering into a thousand 
pieces upon impact. One of the Earth’s Echoes was silenced. 

The loss was a blow, but the tide was turning. Another ogre found itself 
overwhelmed. One Keeper grappled its thick arms while the other 
brought its obsidian axe down on the creature’s scaled head, until it too 
fell, its skull a shattered ruin. The remaining Drinkers-of-Fear, seeing 
their brethren fall, began to show signs of actual fear, their brutish 
assaults becoming more frantic. 

The combination of the Keepers’ power, the desperate last stand of 
Woodhall’s defenders and the suicidal charge of Tyrell’s reconstituted 
relief force was finally breaking the back of the goblin horde. Their lines 
wavered, began to crumble. What had been an overwhelming tide was 
now a confused, panicked rabble, caught between multiple fronts of 
savage resistance. 



As the first true light of dawn began to paint the eastern sky, a new 
sound arose, one that momentarily silenced even the screams of battle. 

It was a voice. 

A melody. Ethereal, impossibly beautiful, infused with an icy authority. It 
seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once, resonating in 
the air, in the stones, in the very bones. It spoke in the guttural, clicking 
tongue of the northern goblins, yet the tones were as pure and clear as a 
winter stream. 

Climbing back up the stairs, Ronigren was startled to see Ruthiel frozen 
in shock, their ageless face paling as they listened to that eerie sound. 

The ethereal voice had an immediate effect on the remaining goblins 
and their shaman too. Their panic solidified into a disciplined obedience. 

The shaman, his shoulders slumped in what looked like exhausted 
subservience, barked once more a series of sharp commands. The 
remaining ogres began to lumber back towards the northern woods. The 
goblins disengaged from the walls, dragging their wounded with them, 
their earlier ferocious assault replaced by a tactical, fighting retreat, while 
the dead-walkers simply collapsed where they stood, becoming true 
corpses once more. 

Within the hour, as the sun climbed fully into the sky, the vast, 
nightmarish army that had besieged Woodhall was gone, melting back 
into the blighted northern lands, leaving behind a scene of unimaginable 
devastation, but also, against all odds, a standing fortress. 

Ronigren, leaning on his sword, his armor dented and blood-splattered, 
watched the last of the enemy disappear. A bone-deep weariness settled 
over him, but beneath it, a flicker of grim triumph. 

 



Chapter 19: The Tavern and The Gamble 

One evening, after haggling with a shifty-eyed southern baron over the 
price of a potent neurotoxin, Cyros sought out Elmyra’s companionship,  
intrigued by her sharp mind and that unflappable poise—an attraction he 
would cloak in layers of cynical banter and the transactional shield of 
coin. Elmyra regarded him with an amused annoyance, possibly finding 
him tiresome, but surely impressed by his intellect and arcane skills. 

After their ‘professional arrangement’ had concluded, they shared a 
bottle of surprisingly good wine in Elmyra’s chambers, comparing notes. 

"The young Lord Caelen of Summerdown was in my shop today," Cyros 
mused, swirling his wine. "Wanted to know if I could procure a 'Cloak of 
Shadows,' Odd request for a young man whose concerns usually 
revolve around the cut of his doublet and the pedigree of his hunting 
hawks." 

Elmyra raised an eyebrow. "Summerdown? He’s a close confidant of 
Beryl. I heard his stewards boasting in The Gilded Griffin how their 
'masters' were tired of the King’s 'doom-saying.'” 

Cyros stroked his chin. "Poisoned words, cloaks of shadow, requests for 
tools of sabotage… It paints a rather unsettling picture, does it not, my 
dear? Smells suspiciously like treason." He quipped, giving his goblet a 
sniff. 

A sly gleam entered his eyes. "That old crone Falazar… he may be an 
insufferable, pontificating fossil, but he is not entirely without his uses. Or 
his resources." He considered. It was a gamble. Approaching Falazar 
was like presenting a particularly interesting mouse to a temperamental 
old cat. The cat might be intrigued, or it might simply decide to bite your 
head off for disturbing its nap. 

Elmyra watched him, a small, knowing smile playing on her lips. "You 
always did have an eye for the main chance, Cyros." 

 

*** 

The bailey was a makeshift hospital hounded by the mournful chorus of 
the wounded. Myanaa moved tirelessly amongst them, her circlet 
glowing a fierce emerald green. She worked to staunch bleeding, set 



broken bones and fight the ever-present threat of infection. A faint tremor 
of exhaustion and a tightness in her usually radiant smile crept in as the 
hours went by. 

Sabine lay on a pallet in a quiet corner of the keep’s main hall. The 
goblin arrow had been barbed, as Snik had feared, and its extraction had 
been an agonizing affair. Her arm throbbed with a persistent ache, and a 
feverish heat radiated from the wound despite Myanaa’s ministrations. 

Masillius hovered over his daughter with Snik at his side. The scarred 
goblin seemed to feel an unspoken debt to the tall girl who had first 
shown him kindness. He would fetch her water in a chipped cup, offer 
her small pieces of dried fruit from his meager rations, and simply sit by 
her. 

Despite Sabine’s obvious discomfort, despite the general air of 
exhaustion and grief that permeated Woodhall, Mage Artholan was a 
man possessed by a singular, obnoxious purpose. The partial activation 
of the stone Keepers had ignited his academic fervor to a near-fever 
pitch. 

"Mistress Sabine, good woman Marta," he declared, bustling over to 
them on the second morning after the siege, his robes trailing an 
assortment of dried herbs and what looked suspiciously like chalk dust. 
"While your recuperation is, of course, a matter of some importance, 
Archmage Falazar is most insistent. We must attempt to re-establish the 
Weave conduit. He requires a full report on the psycho-kinetic resonance 
patterns during the constructs’ activation. And your subjective 
experiences regarding the amulet’s sympathetic vibrations, are critical!" 

Sabine groaned, her head throbbing. "Artholan, my arm feels like it’s on 
fire. Can’t this wait?" 

"Wait?" Artholan scoffed, as if she had suggested postponing the 
sunrise. "My dear girl, the arcane currents are ephemeral! The residual 
energies from the activation are already dissipating! We must capture 
the data while it is still… vibrant! A simple trance-conduit, a brief sojourn 
into the Chamber of Shadows Falazar has prepared on his end – it will 
be minimally taxing, I assure you." 

Masillius looked ready to physically throw the mage out. Marta 
intervened. "Perhaps, mage, a short report would be agreeable if you 



can wait and allow us time for rest and some food." She said, her voice 
weak but firm. 

*** 

Finn returned to Woodhall under the cover of the next pre-dawn, a ghost 
slipping through the depleted enemy’s lax outer patrols. 

"They're dug in, Sir Knight," he stated, accepting an offered waterskin. 
"The main horde is encamped about two leagues north, in the 
Blackwood foothills. They’re not preparing for a new assault on Woodhall 
as far as I could see. No siege weapons being built. I counted only one 
of the Stone-Skins still mobile, the others either dead or too wounded to 
fight. The goblins are subdued. There’s an atmosphere of… waiting." 

"Waiting for what?" Ronigren asked. "Reinforcements? Or new orders 
from their shaman?" 

"Couldn't say, Sir." Finn admitted. "The shaman’s pavilion is heavily 
guarded, even now. The overall posture is defensive, almost listless. 
Like a beaten dog licking its wounds, but still with a dangerous bite left if 
provoked, mind you." 

Still deep in thought, Ronigren made his way down to the dungeons and 
leaned on the far wall as the Weave conduit was re-established. The 
connection remained fragile, the ethereal Chamber of Shadows 
shimmering with an unsettling instability. Sabine and Marta sat with 
Artholan as he guided the arcane link. Ruthiel observed with a distant 
gaze, as if perceiving layers of reality beyond the flickering images. 

Falazar’s voice came strained but clear. "Report. The Keepers’ 
activation. Sabine, your amulet… what did you feel?" 

Falazar listened intently as they recounted their experience, his ethereal 
image nodding. "As I suspected. The amulet is a conduit, Sabine, a 
'Chain of Command,' yes, but one that requires a powerful emotional 
catalyst, a deep resonance with the Jotunai imperative to protect. Your 
own life force, your very lineage, is the key. Marta, your key is an 
amplifier, a focuser for unlocking inherent earth-energies, but the true 
will… it must come from the blood of the Terra-Born." 

He shared his own disquieting news. "It seems An-Athame’s influence is 
not limited to the battlefield, but festers even in the heart of our kingdom, 



twisting loyalties, preying on ambition and fear. The Chain of Binding, for 
want of a better term, is a particularly worrying development, a festering 
rot of which, I am afraid to say, we still don’t know the extent of." 

The Weave connection dissolved, leaving a heavy silence in the 
chamber. Ronigren felt a cold resolve solidify within him. Waiting for the 
enemy to make the next move, waiting for Kingstead to overcome its 
internal squabbles – these were no longer viable options. They needed 
an advantage, a breakthrough. 

He found Gregan sitting alone on a section of Woodhall’s battle-scarred 
wall, overlooking the devastated outer town. The corporal was 
uncharacteristically quiet, looking at the ruins of what had once been a 
bustling marketplace, a place where he had, in his carefree youth, 
laughed, drunk and perhaps dreamed of the future. 

"It’s a mess, ain’t it, Sir Knight?" Gregan said, his voice rough with an 
emotion Ronigren rarely heard from him. "This place… I remember it 
different. Full of life. Now… just ghosts and ashes." He gestured towards 
a collapsed tavern. "Had my first proper pint in there. And my first proper 
brawl." A shadow of a smile touched his lips, then faded. "They didn’t 
deserve this. None of ‘em." 

Ronigren sat beside him. "No, Gregan. They didn’t." He paused, then 
started "Falazar believes..." He stopped, searching for words. 

Gregan looked at him, his eyes questioning. 

"Woodhall is secure, for now," Ronigren continued. "Captain Eghel can 
hold it against what’s left of this goblin horde, especially if they’re biding 
their time. But we can’t win this war by just defending walls. We need 
something more. Falazar’s 'Office of Northern Concerns' has sanctioned 
us as a fact-finding mission. I intend to make it more than that." 

He stood, his gaze growing determined. "I’m taking the party out. We 
leave Woodhall. We head northeast, towards those marshes. We find 
out who Sabine is, how her amulet works, and if there’s a way to turn 
these ancient powers into a weapon Argren can wield. It’s a long shot, 
and a dangerous one. But it’s the best we have left." 

Gregan was silent for a long moment, his gaze sweeping over the ruined 
town below, then he slowly nodded, a new fire animating his features. 
"Aye, Ron. If there’s a fight to be had, and a chance to hit these bastards 



where it hurts, then I’m with you. Always have been." He spat over the 
wall. "Let’s go find some answers. And maybe," a grim smile touched his 
lips, "a bit of proper Argrenian payback." 

 

*** 

The Golden Axe, Woodhall’s most reputable tavern, was a barrage of 
noise, smells, and strained humanity. Usually a bustling hub for the 
fortress’s officers, clerks, prominent merchants, and off-duty garrison 
soldiers, its ranks were now swollen with hollow-eyed refugees from 
Crickleleaf and beyond, mud-stained troopers from the battered relief 
force, and stranded travelers whose journeys north had been violently 
curtailed. The air was thick with the fug of damp wool, stale ale, cheap 
pipe tobacco, woodsmoke from the overworked hearth, and an 
underlying metallic tang that Ronigren suspected was the lingering scent 
of unguents and dried blood. Every bench was taken, every stool 
occupied, and the din of a hundred conversations made it difficult to hear 
oneself think. 

Ronigren had managed to secure a large booth alcove in a relatively 
quieter corner, though "quieter" was a definitely relative term. The ten of 
them were squeezed in so tight that elbows constantly jostled and knees 
knocked. Gregan’s considerable bulk, Sabine’s towering frame, and 
Masillius’s comfortable girth took up more than their fair share of the 
worn wooden bench, leaving poor Snik, perched precariously on the 
edge between Sabine and Masillius, barely able to see over the 
ale-ringed tabletop. He clutched a small cup of watered wine Masillius 
had procured for him, his golden eyes wide and constantly darting, 
taking in the overwhelming press of so many humans. 

Ronigren waited until a harassed-looking serving wench had deposited a 
tray of battered pewter tankards filled with thin, wartime ale and a platter 
of hard bread and even harder cheese. He took a long swig, the ale 
doing little to soothe the weariness that had settled deep in his bones. 

"Alright," he began, his voice pitched to carry over the immediate din of 
their alcove but not, he hoped, to the surrounding tables. "Finn’s 
reconnaissance confirms the enemy is licking its wounds. Captain Eghel 
believes Woodhall can hold, for now, especially with Lord Marshal 



Tyrell’s men bolstering the defenses, even depleted as they are." He 
paused, letting his gaze sweep over each member of their unlikely 
fellowship. "But holding is not winning. Falazar’s intelligence from 
Kingstead, and what we’ve learned here… it’s clear we need more than 
just strong walls." 

He laid out his decision: "I believe our best chance, perhaps our only 
chance, to gain a significant advantage in this war is to pursue answers. 
To find a way to awaken or understand these ancient powers before the 
enemy does, or before they return in even greater force. That way lies 
northeast, those answers lie where Sabine was found." 

A complex array of reactions played across the faces around the table. 

Masillius instinctively placed his hand on Sabine’s arm, his brow 
furrowed with paternal concern. "East? Towards the Bleeding Marshes? 
That’s wild country, Sir Ronigren. Dangerous even in peacetime. And 
Sabine…" His gaze softened as he looked at his daughter, then 
hardened again. "She’s strong, yes, but this… this is asking a lot of a 
young girl who’s already seen too much." 

"Father, I have to do this. If there are answers about… about who I am, 
about this amulet… if it can help…" Sabine straightened, a spark of her 
restless energy returning to her eyes despite her pain. She touched the 
chain at her neck. "I can’t just sit by." The thought of action, of purpose, 
seemed to invigorate her more than any of Myanaa’s healing poultices. 

Gregan drained his tankard and slammed it down. "West, east, north, or 
south, Sir Knight. Makes no difference to me. If there’s a fight to be had, 
or a mystery to unravel that’ll give us a better poke at those 
green-skinned bastards and their oversized pets, then Gregan’s your 
man. Besides," he winked at a passing serving girl who pointedly 
ignored him, "heard the K’thrall brew a rather potent swamp liquor." 

Finn merely nodded, his expression unreadable, though his eyes met 
Ronigren’s with a silent affirmation. The unknown held no particular fear 
for him; it was simply another landscape to be read, another trail to be 
followed. 

A loud crash from a nearby table, followed by a roar of drunken laughter 
as a serving wench cursed a clumsy patron, momentarily broke the 



tension in their alcove. Gregan grinned, but no one else reacted, their 
focus entirely on the momentous decision before them. 

Myanaa traced the rim of her cup with her finger. "The eastern 
marshes… they sing a different song than these northern hills, Sir 
Knight. Older, perhaps. Wilder. There will be dangers unseen by most. 
But also, perhaps, knowledge the stones and waters have kept hidden 
for an age." She glanced at Snik. "And if our friend here is right about the 
enemy’s paths, avoiding their main strength by heading east might be 
wise." 

With a dismissive sniff Artholan conceded, "The K’thrall borderlands? 
Primitively fascinating, I suppose. And the prospect of studying the 
Jotunai amulet’s resonant properties in closer proximity to its point of 
origin is, I must admit, academically compelling." He paused, then 
added, with a sigh that implied immense personal sacrifice, "Though the 
lack of proper libraries and civilized discourse will be, I anticipate, 
profoundly trying." 

"The path to understanding our burdens is often a hard one," Marta said 
softly. "But if answers lie in the west, to the west we must go. The 
Keepers… they sleep again. But I feel they are waiting. For you, Sabine. 
For the song only you can truly sing." 

Ruthiel, who had been silent throughout, finally spoke. "The East holds 
echoes older than Argren, Sir Knight. The place where the child was 
found… it lies near ancient convergences, places where the veil 
between worlds is thin. It is a path fraught with peril, not just from mortal 
foes, but from powers best left undisturbed. Yet," a rare, almost 
imperceptible smile touched their lips, "it is also a path where lost 
knowledge might be reclaimed, and forgotten strengths rediscovered. If 
you go, I will accompany you.” 

Ronigren looked at each of them. A wounded giant’s descendant, her 
worried merchant father, a scarred goblin scholar, a bluff corporal with a 
broken heart, a silent tracker, a nature-wise healer, a pompous but 
brilliant mage, a wise old woman carrying an ancient key and an 
enigmatic Elf of countless centuries. An unlikely fellowship, bound for an 
even more unlikely quest. 



"Then it’s settled," Ronigren said, "We resupply and rest what little we 
can. On the day after the morrow, we ride west at first light." 

The Golden Axe roared on around them, its patrons oblivious to the 
momentous decision just made in their crowded alcove. But for the ten 
individuals squeezed within it, the path ahead had just taken a sharp, 
uncertain turn into the mysteries of a world rapidly awakening to its 
forgotten past. 

Masillius and Ronigren pored over a collection of worn maps. 

"The direct route northeast from here, towards the Bleeding Marshes 
where I found Sabine," Masillius explained, his voice a low rumble, "is 
mostly untamed wilderness once you leave the King’s Road. It skirts the 
southern edge of the Grey Hills, where Snik says that goblin warren, 
Greyfang Tor, lies. Too dangerous, that. We’d be walking right into their 
den." 

Ronigren nodded, studying the topographical lines. "Agreed. We give 
Greyfang Tor a wide berth." 

"There’s an older track," Masillius continued, tapping a faded line on the 
map. "The Old Salt Road. It swings further south first, through the 
Dragon’s Tooth foothills, then cuts northeast towards the headwaters of 
the Serpent River, which straddles the K’thrall Fens. Longer, yes. More 
rugged in places. But it avoids the main goblin concentrations, at least 
according to what Snik has told us." He paused. "It will also take us 
closer to some dwarven outposts, they’re abandoned yet still safe to 
spend a night in, in a pinch." 

Their discussion was a litany of potential obstacles: treacherous 
mountain passes, shadowed forests rumored to be haunted by things 
older than Argren, and the ever-present threat of goblin raiding parties. 

Having concluded his planning session with Masillius, Ronigren returned 
to his small chamber and unclasped the bronze bracelet. The moment 
the metal left his skin, crippling fatigue washed over him. The steadying 
influence was gone, in its place a raw, aching weariness. His thoughts 
turned bleak. The odds seemed insurmountable and their quest a fool’s 
errand. He sank onto his cot, the sheer, crushing weight of their situation 
threatening to overwhelm him. With a conscious effort of will, and the 
memory of Masillius’s words about bending rather than breaking, he 



pushed back the encroaching despair and refastened the bracelet, its 
cool touch bringing once more a brittle, artificial calm. 

 

*** 

Sabine had taken Snik under her wing. The small goblin, though still 
terrified of most humans, seemed to find a measure of comfort in her 
towering presence. She shielded him from the hostile glares and 
muttered curses of some of the Woodhall townsfolk and soldiers as they 
took a slow, careful stroll through the less crowded parts of the bailey. 

"They… they still hate Snik," the goblin whispered, shrinking closer to 
her. 

"Some people are slow to learn, Snik," Sabine said, her voice gentle. 
"You saved a lot of lives with your warnings. They’ll see that, in time." 
She wasn’t entirely sure she believed it herself, but she wanted to. She 
idly wondered how many of those stares were directed at her, rather 
than her diminutive friend. 

As they neared the eastern gate, which looked out over the scarred, 
empty plains where the goblin horde had recently camped, Sabine saw 
him. Monty. The black cat was perched on a section of the 
battle-damaged wall, placidly grooming himself. In his claws, he held a 
struggling spikeworm, a nasty, thumb-sized grub with venomous spines, 
common in the region and a painful nuisance to travelers. With a flick of 
his paw, Monty dispatched the creature and nibbled at it with a delicate, 
almost finicky, air. 

He looked up as Sabine and Snik approached, his yellow eyes fixing on 
them with that cryptic gaze. He made no move towards them, simply 
watched. The conqueror of spikeworms, the unperturbed spectator of 
sieges. “Enjoy your meal, Mr. Monty!” she waved at the puzzled feline, 
giggling to herself at his typically feline haughty expression. 

 

 



Chapter 20: Ravens to the South 

While Ronigren’s company prepared for their eastward trek from the 
battered fortress of Woodhall, King Elric IV’s desperate plea for aid was 
already taking wing, carried south by the swiftest royal ravens. The fate 
of Argren, the King knew, might well depend on the allegiances and 
ambitions of its southern neighbors. Three ravens, each bearing a 
carefully worded scroll sealed with the King’s own signet, flew towards 
the three jewels of the southern plains: the Free Cities of Verranza, 
Solyma, and Meridia. 

The raven bearing the King’s message to Argren’s envoy in Verranza 
circled above a city that glittered like a spilled treasure chest. Verranza, 
the ‘Golden Emporium,’ sprawled majestically at a wide bend of the 
Great River Argorn, the same mighty waterway that flowed past 
Kingstead before turning east towards the distant sea. Here, the river 
was a bustling highway of commerce, its waters teeming with laden 
barges, sleek trading cogs, and the colorful fishing skiffs of a dozen 
different nations. Roads, like the spokes of a vast wheel, radiated 
outwards from Verranza’s gilded gates, leading west through 
treacherous mountain passes to the reclusive Stone-Halls of the 
dwarves and the even more secluded Sylvan Glades of the elves, and 
south towards the other Free Cities and the borders of the belligerent 
Kingdom of Alsair. 

Every conceivable good flowed through Verranza: dwarven steel and 
gemstones, elven silks and rare woods, southern spices and wines, 
northern furs and timber, and exotic wares from lands even further afield. 
Its markets were a riot of color, sound, and scent, its counting houses 
filled with the ceaseless clatter of abacuses and the murmur of a dozen 
languages. Power in Verranza was measured in gold and webs of 
influence that stretched across the continent. 

Argren’s envoy, Lord Tiberius Axian, a man whose patrician features 
were beginning to show the strain of Verranza’s relentless pace and 
political maneuvering, received the King’s raven on the balcony of his 
villa overlooking the Grand Canal. He was in the midst of a delicate 
negotiation with a consortium of Verranzan merchant-princes, a 
conversation that had already been interrupted twice by a dispute over 
docking fees and a rumor about a new elven tariff on moonwood. 



He unrolled the scroll. His brow furrowed as he read of Oakhaven’s fall, 
the siege of Woodhall, the rise of monstrous armies, and King Elric’s 
desperate plea for aid – for supplies, for loans, for any mercenaries their 
gold might buy. Lord Axian sighed, gazing at the glittering, indifferent 
opulence spread out before him. Convincing the profit-driven Council of 
Verranza that Argren’s distant war was a direct threat to their overflowing 
coffers would be a task requiring all his diplomatic skill, and perhaps a 
considerable portion of Argren’s already strained treasury. The Golden 
Emporium prized stability, but its charity rarely extended beyond its own 
formidable walls unless a clear profit could be discerned. 

A second raven descended through the thick, ancient canopy of the 
Graywood, towards the secretive city of Solyma. Smallest of the three 
Free Cities, Solyma was a place of shadows, secrets, and forgotten lore. 
Nestled deep within the forest, its southeastern borders brushed against 
the jagged foothills that marked the lawless eastern marches bordering 
the Ssylarrs. Its architecture was ancient, vine-choked stone mingling 
with dark, gnarled wood, its narrow, winding streets often shrouded in 
mist. Solyma was a haven for scholars of the esoteric, practitioners of 
forbidden arts, decadent nobles seeking refuge from more puritanical 
lands, and hardy, insular locals who had long learned to live in proximity 
of the reptilian deserts and the surrounding Graywood. 

Lady Aris Thorne, Argren’s envoy to Solyma – a woman of sharp 
intellect and a discreet personal interest in arcane texts – was in the 
city’s renowned and notoriously dangerous Nocturne Bazaar when the 
King’s raven found her. The Bazaar was a labyrinth of dimly lit stalls 
offering everything from rare spell components and ancient, cursed 
artifacts to exotic poisons and the services of individuals with unique 
talents. Lady Aris was examining a "dragon-scale" amulet, which was 
nothing more than cleverly treated basilisk hide, when the messenger 
bird landed on a nearby stall laden with shrunken heads. 

She read King Elric’s desperate missive with a gloomy expression. 
Solyma possessed little in the way of conventional armies, but its 
archives held knowledge that might be invaluable, and its shadowy 
denizens commanded skills that could be potent if unpredictable assets. 
The city’s ruling council, a shadowy cabal of ancient families and 
powerful mages, was notoriously insular and concerned primarily with 
Solyma’s own balance and precarious neutrality. Persuading them to 



involve themselves in Argren’s war, even with the threat of a resurgent, 
magic-wielding enemy, would be like trying to coax a spider to leave its 
web. Yet, Lady Aris knew that the ‘Entity of Solitude’ would find fertile 
ground in Solyma’s undercurrents if left unchecked. 

The third raven flew towards Meridia, a city that announced its presence 
with a perpetual haze of alchemical smoke and the distant clang of a 
thousand forges. Meridia was the industrial and martial heart of the Free 
Cities, its foundries producing some of the finest steel in the southern 
lands, its alchemical workshops constantly experimenting with new, often 
volatile, concoctions, and its barracks housing some of the most 
renowned and expensive mercenary companies on the continent. 

Sir Grellen Vance, Argren’s envoy, a bluff, no-nonsense soldier more 
comfortable on a battlefield than in a diplomatic salon, was observing a 
demonstration of a new type of repeating crossbow in Meridia’s vast 
training grounds when the King’s raven arrived. The air thrummed with 
the shouts of drill sergeants, the clang of steel on steel, and the acrid 
smell of gunpowder from experimental firearms. 

Sir Grellen’s weathered face hardened. He understood the language of 
war, and King Elric’s message spoke of a conflict that would require 
every sword, every spear, every ounce of alchemical fire Argren and its 
allies could muster. Meridia’s strength was its martial prowess and its 
industrial capacity. Its mercenary captains were loyal only to coin, but 
their skill was renowned. The city’s Iron Council would understand the 
strategic implications of Argren’s plight. They might drive a hard bargain, 
but if the price was right, Meridia’s steel and fire could be a formidable 
addition to Argren’s desperate defense. 

 

Three ravens, three cities, three vastly different challenges for Argren’s 
envoys. To the south of them lay the larger Kingdom of Alsair. Alsair and 
Argren shared a long, bitter history. King Elric knew that appealing to 
them for aid would be futile. For now, his hopes rested on the uncertain 
allegiances and pragmatic self-interest of the Free Cities.  

 

*** 



Corvin Valerius stood in the shadowed opulence of his Kingstead 
townhouse, a goblet of the very finest Arbor Gold untouched in his hand. 
The King’s decree, stripping him of his office, freezing his considerable 
assets, and effectively branding him an enemy to the realm, still echoed 
in his ears. Tyranny, he seethed. Unprecedented overreach. 

The King’s draconian actions had changed everything. Stripped of his 
title, his assets threatened, his reputation besmirched: Elric had forced 
his hand. If the King was to play the tyrant, he would be forced to seek 
alternative avenues to protect his interests, to restore the proper order. 

Now, in the flickering candlelight of his study, he met with men who 
shared his perspective. Lord Emmon of Southwood, whose vast timber 
estates were threatened by the King’s emergency levies. Master 
Sigebert, head of the powerful River Merchants’ Guild, whose trade 
routes were suffering due to the northern unrest and feared further royal 
interference. And a discreet, heavily cloaked envoy from one of the 
more… independent-minded lords of the southern Free Cities. 

"The King has overstepped," Lord Emmon declared, his vulpine face 
flushed with anger. "This 'war effort' is a pretext for a power grab! 
Falazar whispers his ancient nonsense in Elric’s ear, and the kingdom is 
plunged into chaos!" 

"Our trade is crippled," Sigebert spat. "The northern routes are all but 
closed. And now, talk of seizing assets? It’s madness! We must appeal 
to reason, to the other nobles who see the folly of this path." 

Corvin Valerius listened, his expression carefully neutral, though a cold 
fury burned within him. Appeal to reason? Elric was beyond reason, lost 
in Falazar’s fantastical narratives. No, a different approach was needed. 

"Reason has fled the Citadel, my lords," Valerius said, his voice a low 
purr. "What we face is a crown swayed by fear and arcane fancy, a 
crown that now threatens the very foundations of our prosperity and our 
ancient rights." He took a slow sip of his wine. "If the King will not listen 
to the counsel of his most loyal and pragmatic servants, then perhaps he 
must be made to understand that his power is not absolute. That other 
powers within Argren, and indeed, beyond it, also have a voice. A will." 

*** 



The eastern gate of Woodhall creaked open just as the sun peeked 
tentatively in the smoke-hazed horizon. The fortress stood behind them, 
bearing the scars of their costly victory. Before them lay the Old Salt 
Road, a faint, overgrown track winding eastwards towards the unknown 
mysteries of Sabine’s past and the K’thrall borderlands. 

Masillius took the lead, his sturdy cob picking its way carefully over the 
uneven ground.  

Throughout the morning Myanaa and Marta moved through the sparse 
woodlands and along the verges of the old road. Myanaa’s keen eyes, 
amplified by Falazar’s circlet, spotted edible roots, late-season berries, 
and hardy greens that most would overlook. Marta knew how to prepare 
them, her folk wisdom turning even the most unpromising ingredients 
into a palatable meal. Gregan eyed the small portion of root stew and 
hardtack in his bowl with a mournful sigh but he ate without complaint.  

Ruthiel approached Snik as they made their camp for the night. The 
small goblin flinched as the slender Elf drew near, eyes glowing in the 
grey twilight. 

"Your wounds, little one," Ruthiel said softly. "The Rite of Unbinding has 
left deep scars, both on your flesh and your spirit. The Sylvanesti have 
some knowledge of severing unnatural bonds, of cleansing corrupted 
energies. Perhaps… perhaps I can offer some small solace, ease the 
festering." 

Snik stared up at the Elf, his golden eyes wide. He nodded hesitantly, 
allowing Ruthiel to examine the still-raw lesions at the base of his skull 
and across his chest. 

Sabine watched this interaction with fascination. She seized the 
opportunity, her youthful curiosity bubbling over. "Ruthiel," she began, 
"your forests, the Sylvanesti lands… what are they like? Are there trees 
that sing, as the old tales say?" She turned to Snik, who looked slightly 
less terrified under Ruthiel’s gentle ministrations, "And Greyfang Tor, 
Snik? before the Deep-Whisper, what was it like? Did goblins… did you 
guys have festivals? Stories?" 

Ruthiel spoke of ancient groves where the light filtered like liquid gold, of 
silent, starlit pools that reflected futures, and of a resonant harmony with 



the living world that was now threatened. The elf’s gaze surprised her 
with its uncharacteristic animation. 

Snik, haltingly at first, then with a growing confidence, spoke of a time 
before the shamans were bound, of games of ‘slap-tag’, rabbit-skin 
bandanas worn at berrywine festivals, stories told around smoky fires, of 
a brutal but understandable existence now twisted into something far 
darker and more oppressive. Sabine listened, rapt, wide eyed, to tales 
she could have never imagined when living cocooned in Millford. 

The Old Salt Road lived up to its name: a fading track that wound like a 
weary serpent through increasingly desolate country. The initial pastoral 
beauty of inner Argren had given way to rugged foothills, sparse 
woodlands, and an unnerving quiet. They passed hamlets that should 
have been bustling with early autumn preparations, farmsteads that 
should have echoed with the sounds of harvest, but all were silent, eerily 
deserted. 

Masillius would often rein in his cob, his gaze sweeping over a cluster of 
silent cottages or a field of untended, wilting crops. "I remember this 
place," he’d murmur, his voice heavy. "Old Man Fayn’s farmstead. 
Always had the best cider apples in the district. Last time I passed 
through, two seasons ago, his grandchildren were chasing chickens in 
that very yard."  

"The land grieves," Myanaa said one evening, as they made camp 
beside a stream whose waters ran sluggish and discolored. "There is a 
sickness here, a chill that goes deeper than the coming winter. The birds 
sing no welcome, the earth offers no bounty." 

Sabine, though still curious about the new lands, found her own 
optimism tempered by the palpable sense of wrongness. 

One late afternoon the sky to the west began to boil with dark, bruised 
clouds. The oppressive stillness was finally broken by the distant rumble 
of thunder. The air grew heavy, charged with an electrical tension that 
mirrored her own frayed nerves. A sudden, violent thunderstorm erupted, 
the wind howling like a banshee, rain lashing down in cold, stinging 
sheets. 

"We need shelter!" Ronigren yelled over the roar of the storm, visibility 
dropping to near zero. "This road offers none!" 



"There’s a hill, half a league north of here," Masillius shouted, pointing 
through the driving rain. "The locals used to call it 'Stonebeard’s Rest.' 
Supposedly, there are old dwarven delvings in its side, caves from when 
they mined iron here, centuries ago!" 

Battling the wind and rain, they stumbled off the main track, following 
Masillius’s uncertain directions through the deluge. The terrain was 
treacherous, the path little more than a muddy goat track. As lightning 
split the sky, illuminating the landscape in a momentary glare, they saw 
it: a wooded hill, with dark openings in its rocky face like empty eye 
sockets. 

The entrances to the caves were partially obstructed by overgrown thorn 
bushes and fallen rocks. The weathered stonework still showed the 
tell-tale precision and geometry of that elder race.  

*** 

While Ronigren’s party sheltered from the storm in the heart of 
Stonebeard’s Rest, a different kind of tempest was brewing within the 
secure walls of the Royal Citadel in Kingstead. The city slept under a 
moonless sky, its grand avenues and shadowed alleys deserted, save 
for the occasional lonely tread of a city guardsman. 

Deep within the warren of corridors that led towards the King’s private 
wing, a shadow moved with an unnatural silence, a fluidity that defied 
the very air it displaced. It made its way with a weaving of deception, 
shadow-melding, and silent, lethal intent. 

The shadow was within a dozen paces of the King’s bedchamber when a 
faint, almost imperceptible shimmer in the air before it pulsed once, 
twice. A nearly invisible tracery of silver light, woven into the very fabric 
of the stonework, flared with a sudden, cold intensity. A defensive ward.  

The assassin hissed, a sound like dry leaves skittering across stone, his 
shadow-form momentarily disrupted as the ward’s energy bit at him. He 
had not anticipated such subtle, ancient craft. 

 

*** 

 



The flare of the ward, though brief, was enough. Archmage Falazar 
snapped awake, his ancient eyes instantly alert. He felt the disturbance, 
the signature of a hostile, alien magic, in chilling proximity to the King. 

No time for ponderous spellcasting, no room for grand gestures. 
Falazar moved. A razor-sharp projection of will and arcane might hurtled 
through the Weave, guided by the threads of his own wards. 

The assassin, recovering from the ward’s initial shock, raised a hand. 
From the shadows clinging to his form, a shard of solidified darkness, 
impossibly sharp, coalesced. 

The air in the corridor before him crackled. The very stones seemed to 
groan. Falazar, his physical body still in his distant tower, manifested a 
portion of his power directly into the assassin’s path as raw, untamed 
sorcery. The torchlight in the corridor guttered and died, plunged into an 
unnatural, oppressive darkness far colder, far more absolute, than the 
assassin’s own shadow-magic. 

Invisible tendrils, cold as the void between stars, lashed out, swatting the 
assassin’s shadow-shard, which shattered against the stone wall with a 
sound of breaking glass. The assassin recoiled, his own magic 
sputtering, overwhelmed by the raw, untamed fury of an Archmage 
pushed to the brink. 

The assassin tried to melt back into the shadows, to flee, but the corridor 
had become a trap. Illusory walls slammed down, shifting and reforming, 
creating a disorienting maze of impenetrable darkness. The very air 
grew thick, heavy, making movement sluggish, thought difficult. 

With a final, crushing exertion of will, Falazar bound the assassin in coils 
of solidified shadow, using the assassin’s own element against him, 
rendering him immobile. 

Moments later, the Citadel guards, alerted by the psychic echoes of the 
magical struggle and Falazar’s urgent telepathic summons, burst into the 
corridor. The Archmage, his robes crackling with residual energy, stood 
now over a bound, defeated figure. 

When King Elric arrived, hastily dressed, pale and bewildered, he stared 
at the captured assassin: a man whose features were sharp and foreign, 
whose attire spoke of distant, sun-baked lands. 



"Valerius!" the King spat, his voice trembling, "This is his doing! He 
sends assassins now?" 

Falazar examined the assassin’s strange, ritualistic tattoos, the unusual 
cut of his garb and the residue of his shadow-magic which felt subtly 
different from any known Argrenian or even Southern sorcery. 

"Perhaps, Your Majesty," Falazar said slowly, his gaze thoughtful. "Or 
perhaps… the web is wider, and more tangled, than we initially 
perceived.” He did not have the scent of Valerius’s coin about him. He 
smelled of older, harsher deserts. Of loyalties and masters far removed 
from Argren’s internal squabbles. 



Chapter 21: The Nightingale's Net 

 

Falazar had not slept. The assassination attempt on the king had left a 
residue of cold fury in his gut. He had spent the night in the Citadel’s 
deepest, most warded interrogation cells, attempting to pry information 
from the captured assassin. But the man was a cipher, his mind shielded 
by alien disciplines and a fanatic’s resolve. Falazar had gleaned 
fragments; whispers of a "Sun-Scorched Master", of distant southeastern 
deserts, of oaths sworn in blood and shadow — but nothing that directly 
implicated Chancellor Valerius or the disgruntled southern lords. Yet, the 
timing, the audacity… it reeked of internal rot. 

As dawn cast its grey light over Kingstead, Falazar appeared more 
ancient and frayed than usual, gazing at the arcane paraphernalia on the 
shelves, his robes smelling faintly of sweat and astringent sorceries.  

Two unexpected visitors arrived in his antechamber. "Archmage," Cyros 
began, his usual unctuousness tempered by a hint of genuine concern. 
"We have acquired further intelligence. Whispers from the city’s less 
savory corners. Concerning certain southern lords and their 
extracurricular activities." 

Falazar had been about to dismiss them with a curt word, but restrained 
himself. His bloodshot eyes sharpened. "Speak," he commanded, 
gesturing them into his cluttered sanctum. He sat in his tattered couch, 
vaguely gesturing them to continue with a sweeping hand gesture. 

Elmyra took the lead, leaning on the backrest of a chair. "The taverns 
are alive with chatter, Archmage. Lord Emmon of Southwood, Master 
Sigebert of the River Merchants’ Guild, and several others in their circle; 
they speak openly of their displeasure with the King’s emergency 
powers. Their servants whisper of secret meetings, of couriers riding 
south under cover of darkness." 

Cyros picked up the thread, his voice conspiratorial. "And my own 
clientele has become rather specific in its requests, illustrious Archmage. 
Individuals known to be in the employ of these same southern lords are 
seeking items ill-suited for loyal subjects. Cloaks of deep shadow, 
alchemical agents capable of breaching secure locks." He arched an 



eyebrow. "One might almost suspect they are preparing for more than 
just vigorous political debate." 

Falazar listened, his fingers steepled, his gaze distant. It all pointed 
towards Valerius and his disaffected faction. The motive was there — 
resentment, fear of losing wealth and power. The opportunity, too, with 
the kingdom distracted by the northern war. It was almost too neat, too 
obvious. And yet… the assassin. The assassin didn't fit. His foreign 
magic, his thoughts of a "Sun-Scorched Master"— it felt like a different 
thread entirely, or perhaps a thread deliberately woven into this tangled 
mess to confuse and misdirect. 

Weariness washed over the Archmage. He was old and powerful, but he 
could not be everywhere. The conspiracies in Kingstead were a tangled 
knot, and it stung his pride to admit he needed help, especially from 
these two: a profit-driven alchemist and a back-alley courtesan. Yet, their 
networks, their particular insights... they were undeniably valuable. 

Falazar exhaled deeply. "There was an attempt on the King’s life last 
night," he said, the words falling heavily into the sudden silence of the 
room. Genuine shock flashed on Elmyra’s face, and avaricious 
calculation—quickly masked—in Cyros’s eyes. "An assassin, highly 
skilled, with magic unfamiliar to our own traditions. We have 
apprehended him." 

Elmyra focused, Cyros smoothed his sleeve with slightly too much 
nonchalance. "The King believes it was Valerius’s doing. A desperate act 
of retaliation. I… am less certain. It feels too crude for Valerius’s usual 
cunning, and yet too sophisticated for a simple act of provincial 
rebellion." 

Falazar leaned forward, his bloodshot eyes pinning them. "This city, our 
Kingstead, is riddled with whispers, with hidden currents. You, Master 
Goldenvein, with your extensive connections in the less reputable 
markets. And you, Mistress Elmyra, whose ears are privy to the 
confidences of powerful men. I require your assistance." The words felt 
like gravel in his mouth. "Find out who this assassin served. Discover the 
full extent of Valerius’s conspiracy, if it is indeed his alone. Identify any 
other foreign elements at play within our walls. Money is no 
object—within reason," he added, looking at Cyros. "But discretion is 



paramount." He paused. "Failure or betrayal will have consequences 
even your alchemical concoctions, Cyros, cannot mitigate." 

Cyros’ eyes gleamed. "Archmage," he purred, "you wound me with your 
suspicions! Consider Cyros Goldenvein and his humble resources 
entirely at your disposal. We shall be your eyes and ears in the 
shadows." 

Elmyra nodded. "The King’s safety and the stability of Argren concerns 
us all, Archmage. I will listen. And I will report what I hear." 

Falazar watched them go. He had just enlisted a cynical alchemist and a 
courtesan as his chief intelligence operatives in the capital. Desperate 
times indeed. 

 

*** 

 

The Kingstead Elmyra knew was a creature of a thousand faces, and 
she was adept at navigating them all. Hers was a city of shadowed 
alleys and lamplit doorways, of whispered secrets in crowded taverns 
and bargains struck in the dim back rooms of pawnshops. And in this 
city, information was a currency more valuable than gold. 

Her days since her understanding with Archmage Falazar had taken on 
a new, subtle rhythm. She still plied her trade, her wit and charm drawing 
in the lonely, the boastful, the indiscreet. But now her ears were sharper, 
her questions more pointed, her observations filed away with a new 
purpose. Falazar wanted whispers; Elmyra would give him a symphony. 

She moved through the Labyrinthine like a phantom. Here, amidst the 
leaning tenements and overflowing market stalls, she greeted a 
one-eyed beggar, slipping him a copper for a snippet of gossip about a 
new gang in the Dock Ward. She shared a cup of watered wine with 
Sorcin the Rat, a ferret-faced drunk and dealer in hellresin whose 
loyalties shifted with the tide but whose knowledge of who met whom in 
secret was unparalleled. She paid a visit to Mistress Griselda’s "Herbal 
Remedies and Fortunate Charms" stall, a known front for hot coin, 
leaving with a packet of headache powders and a keen sense of which 
city guard captains were currently in debt to which moneylenders. 



In the evenings she prawled the taverns where off-duty soldiers and 
rowdy young nobles loosened their tongues with ale and the quieter, 
more discreet establishments favored by merchants and minor officials. 
She listened, she laughed, she sympathized, and she built a meticulous 
ledger of names, connections, and hushed confidences. 

Tonight her path led her to the discreetly appointed rooms of Master Elric 
Finch, a goldsmith and coin exchanger of considerable repute and, for 
Elmyra, a long-standing and quite candid client. Finch was a man of 
precise habits and an encyclopedic knowledge of the currencies that 
flowed through Kingstead’s veins. 

As they shared a bottle of good southern wine and nibbled on spiced 
toasted almonds, Elmyra rested an elbow on the plump velvet settee, 
turning to Elric. 

"The markets are agitated, Master Finch," she observed, refilling his 
goblet with that pleasantly dry and smooth vintage. "The King’s new 
levies, the talk of war—it makes for uncertain times, does it not?" 

Finch, a portly man with spectacles of Ssylarr glass worth the yearly 
wage of a workman perched on his nose, sighed. "Uncertain indeed, my 
dear. And most irregular. The flow of coin is… erratic. Unpredictable." He 
leaned closer, his voice dropping. "And there are anomalies." 

"Anomalies?" Elmyra prompted, her interest piqued. 

"Indeed. For instance," Finch said, lowering his voice further, "there has 
been a remarkable uptick in the circulation of Verranzan gold Imperials. 
Not unusual in itself, given our trade links, but the volume is noteworthy. 
And the sources are diffuse. Not only through the usual merchant 
channels." 

He swirled his wine pensively. "But that is not the strangest part. In the 
past few weeks, I have seen rare coins. Coins I have not handled in 
years. Perhaps decades." He looked around, as if to ensure they were 
not overheard. "Coins minted in the Zha Khor Empire." 

Elmyra’s blood ran cold. The Zha Khor Empire. The tyrannical kingdom 
ruled by the Sorcerer-Tyrant Vorlag. Their coins were rarely seen this far 
west, mostly as curiosities brought back by daring and foolhardy 
adventurers. 



"Zha Khor silver?" she asked, keeping her voice carefully neutral. Stories 
from sailors in the seedier port taverns, tales of public flayings, of 
dissenters turned into screaming crystal statues, of a magic that was 
pathologically cruel. "That is unusual. And who is spending such 
currency?" 

Finch shrugged, a troubled expression on his face. "That is the 
peculiarity, my dear. It is not coming from travelers or foreign merchants. 
It is… seeping into the local economy through small, discreet 
transactions. A few coins here, a few there. Often through 
intermediaries, individuals not typically associated with such exotic 
wealth. Some of them have connections, however tenuous, to southern 
noble houses." 

He looked at Elmyra, his eyes worried. "It feels wrong, Elmyra. 
Verranzan gold in unusual quantities is one thing. But Zha Khor silver, 
appearing now, in these troubled times, in the hands of those who 
whisper against the Crown—it has a dark ring to it. Like blood money." 

She offered Master Finch a sympathetic smile, cataloging this new, vital 
piece of information. "Indeed, Master Finch," she said softly. "It sounds 
as though there are currents flowing beneath our city far deeper and far 
more treacherous than most would suspect." 

As she left Finch’s establishment later that night, the cool air of 
Kingstead felt charged with a new, sinister electricity. The net she was 
casting for Falazar was beginning to draw in some very ugly, very 
dangerous fish.  

 

*** 

 

After days of winding through increasingly desolate foothills and sparse 
woodlands, the Old Salt Road finally led them towards the relative 
civilization of Shellwater Bridge. The town, Argren’s last major 
northeastern bastion, announced its presence first with the faint smoky 
aroma of cured fish, followed by the sight of cultivated nut orchards 
clinging to the hillsides. 



Shellwater Bridge was a bustling, rustic trading hub sprawled along a 
wide, fast-flowing river – the Lastwater, which eventually fed into the vast 
K’thrall Fens – famed for its hardy nut trees and its artisanal smoked and 
dried river fish. This unique produce formed the backbone of its trade 
with the K’thrall via the Silted Isle outpost, and with the lake region east 
of the mountains, an area rumored to hold isolated communities of elves, 
dwarves, and renegade goblin tribes. 

To its north lay the vast, impenetrable K’thrall swamplands. To the south, 
beyond a range of arid hills, began the territories of the Ssylarr reptilians. 
Southeast lay the Lawless Lands and the fringes of the vast Dreaming 
Forest, a place no Argrenian dared to venture. And further east, across a 
rugged, poorly mapped expanse, loomed the Zha Khor Empire. 

As Ronigren’s party approached, the usual bustling atmosphere of 
Shellwater Bridge was conspicuously absent. A palpable tension hung in 
the air, thick and cloying like the smoke from its curing houses. The 
roads leading into town were choked with a ragged stream of refugees – 
men, women, and children fleeing outlying hamlets and farmsteads, their 
meager belongings piled onto rickety carts or carried on their backs. 

"Looks like the ripples from the north have reached even here," Masillius 
observed, his gaze sweeping over the ragged throngs. "This is worse 
than I feared." 

The town itself felt like a pressure cooker. The market square was now a 
makeshift camp for the displaced. The mood amongst the local townsfolk 
was lugubrious. Guards patrolled the walls with a stiff gait, their eyes 
constantly scanning the eastern and northern approaches. 

As they entered the main gate, Ronigren presented the writ bearing 
Falazar’s seal. They were met with suspicion and a barrage of anxious 
questions. 

"More refugees?" a harried-looking town sergeant asked, coming to a 
stop over Snik with open hostility, despite the goblin’s attempt to make 
himself as small and inconspicuous as possible behind Sabine. 

"We are on official business from Kingstead and Woodhall, Sergeant," 
Ronigren stated calmly. "We seek audience with your town council or 
garrison commander." 



The sergeant grunted, unconvinced, but Falazar’s seal carried weight. 
They were eventually pointed towards the Town Hall, a sturdy stone 
building in the center of Shellwater Bridge. The scent of smoked fish and 
roasting nuts wafted over the crowded streets, overlaid now with the 
odor of too many people pressed into too small a space. Children looked 
up with hollow eyes, mothers clutched their babes tightly, old men stared 
blankly ahead.  

Shellwater Bridge was a town holding its breath. 

The Town Hall was a hive of febrile activity. Clerks rushed through 
corridors clutching scrolls, petitioners argued loudly with impassive 
guards. Marquis Finchley’s private chamber was cluttered, dominated by 
a large map of the northeastern territories. 

Delan Finchley’s thinning grey hair was askew, his fine velvet doublet 
unbuttoned. He paced before his gold filigreed ebony desk, wringing his 
hands. 

"Finally!" he exclaimed as Ronigren and Artholan were ushered in. The 
others waited discreetly outside. "Representatives from Kingstead! Or at 
least, Woodhall, which is practically the same thing these days, given the 
Archmage’s pervasive influence." His voice was high-pitched, strung 
tight. 

"Marquis Finchley," Ronigren began, offering a weary, bow. "Sir Ronigren 
of Varden, at your service. We bring news from the siege of Woodhall, 
and are on a mission sanctioned by the Office of Northern Concerns…" 

"Yes, yes, the Office!" Finchley interrupted, waving a dismissive hand. 
"Another committee! Another layer of bureaucracy while my town drowns 
in refugees and the King demands miracles!" He gestured wildly at a pile 
of scrolls on his desk. "Do you know what this is? This is a royal decree, 
delivered by raven this very morning! Full mobilization! Shellwater Bridge 
is to raise an additional five hundred militia! Five hundred! With what, I 
ask you? Sticks and harsh language? My existing garrison barely has 
enough arrows to see off a determined flock of pigeons, let alone a 
goblin horde or whatever Zha Khor deviltry is brewing to our east!" 

The Marquis’s tirade was a torrent of grievances: insufficient supplies 
from Kingstead, contradictory orders, the constant fear of attack.  



Ronigren listened, his own patience wearing thin. He understood the 
Marquis’s desperation. Woodhall had faced similar, if more immediate, 
terrors. Yet Finchley’s near-hysterical blaming of "Kingstead" and "the 
Archmage" grated on his nerves. 

"Marquis," Ronigren said, his voice firm, "we have all faced losses. 
Woodhall itself barely survived. But recriminations will not win this war. 
We are here to gather intelligence for our westward journey, and to offer 
what support we can—" 

"Indeed, my good Marquis," Artholan drawled, his voice dripping with 
condescension. "While your anxieties are understandable, one might 
expect a modicum of composure from a representative of the King’s 
authority. Panicked lamentations rarely contribute to effective strategic 
planning. Perhaps if you focused less on the perceived inadequacies of 
the central administration and more on the efficient allocation of your 
extant resources—" 

Marquis Finchley’s face turned a dangerous shade of puce. "Extant 
resources? Efficient allocation? Do you have any idea, mage, what it 
takes to run a border town on the edge of three hostile territories with a 
treasury as meager as a picked-over carcass?" 

Ronigren put a warning hand on Artholan’s arm before the mage could 
deliver another ill-advised barb. He shot the mage a look that promised a 
lecture on military diplomacy later. "Artholan, perhaps now is not the time 
for logistical critiques." He turned back to the sputtering Marquis. "Your 
concerns are valid, Marquis Finchley. Shellwater Bridge is in a 
precarious position. But the threat is real, and it is kingdom-wide. The 
King’s mobilization is a desperate measure for desperate times." 

"Desperate indeed!" Finchley shrieked. "And who bears the brunt? We 
do! While Kingstead appointees swan about on your ‘fact-finding 
missions’!" 

"My Lord Marquis," Marta said, calm and steady, startling the three of 
them. She had quietly entered the room, unnoticed. “I am but an old 
woman from a small northern village, one that no longer stands. I have 
seen what these… 'northern troubles' can do. I have seen homes burn, 
and good folk die. Your fear, your anger; they are understandable. They 
are the bitter fruit of loss, and the dread of what is yet to come." 



She paused, letting her words sink in. Finchley fell silent. 

"But," Marta continued, "blaming those who also struggle, who also seek 
a way through this darkness, will not mend your walls nor sharpen your 
spears. Kingstead is far, yes. And perhaps its lords do not always 
understand the burdens carried by those on the frontiers. But we are all 
Argrenians. If we turn on each other, the true enemy has already won." 
She looked at Ronigren, at Artholan, then back at the Marquis. "We are 
here, my lord. Perhaps our journey is a desperate one, but it is 
undertaken in the hope of finding a way to aid all of Argren, including 
Shellwater Bridge. Perhaps, instead of shouting at the storm, we can 
look for a sturdy branch to cling to, together." 

A long silence followed. Marquis Finchley seemed to deflate, the frantic 
energy draining out of him, leaving him looking merely old, tired, and 
afraid. He sank into his chair, running a trembling hand over his face. 

"Forgive me, good woman," he said, his voice hoarse. "And you, Sir 
Knight. My… my nerves are frayed. This town… it carries too much 
weight." He looked at them distraught. "You seek to travel west, you 
say?" Finchley asked, rubbing his temples. "Towards the K’thrall Fens? 
That is… madness, in these times. The swamplands are treacherous 
enough without goblin hordes and who-knows-what-else stirring in the 
north." 

"Our reasons are… compelling, Marquis," Ronigren replied, choosing his 
words carefully. "We seek answers that may be vital to Argren’s survival. 
Answers that lie in that direction." 

Finchley sighed. "Answers. Hope. We have little enough of either in 
Shellwater Bridge these days." He paused. "Actually… there is 
something.. Perhaps it is fate, or merely another sign of these accursed, 
upside-down times." 

He leaned forward, lowering his voice, barely audible under the frantic 
activity outside his chamber door. "Two days ago, a K’thrall messenger 
arrived at the Silted Isle. A rare enough occurrence in itself, as you 
know. But this one bore a formal request. From the K’thrall 
Spawning-Council of the Silent Deeps, or some such equally guttural 
and incomprehensible designation. They request an urgent parley. With 
representatives of Argren. On the Silted Isle itself." 



Ronigren exchanged a surprised look with Marta. 

"What is the nature of this requested parley?" Ronigren asked. 

Finchley shrugged helplessly. "The messenger was typically K’thrall. 
Cryptic. It spoke of 'great disturbances in the deep waters,' of 'shadows 
stirring where they should not,' and of a desire to 'speak with the 
Dry-Skin leaders before the waters consume all.' Frankly, much of it was 
untranslatable gibberish to my Silted Isle liaison. But the urgency was 
clear." 

He ran a hand through his chaotic hair. "Given the… everything, I have 
dispatched a small delegation. My cousin, Serjeant Allin as a military 
attaché, and Master Whisty, our town’s chief scribe and one of the few 
here with even a rudimentary grasp of the K’thrall trade-pidgin, as a 
civilian representative.” 

He looked at Ronigren’s party, a shrewd gleam appearing in his harried 
eyes. "A large mercantile river-barge, 'The Mudskipper,' is being 
prepared. It’s sturdy, armed with a few light ballistae for protection 
against river pirates or worse. It departs for the Silted Isle at first light 
tomorrow. If your 'fact-finding mission' leads you east, towards the Fens, 
you might as well…" He let the unspoken offer hang in the air. "You 
would, of course, be expected to provide your own provisions. 
Shellwater Bridge can spare little. And you would travel as passengers. 
Under the nominal authority of my delegation, at least until you reach the 
Isle." 

Ronigren looked at his companions. 

"Marquis Finchley," Ronigren said, a note of gratitude in his voice. "Your 
offer is… most timely. And most welcome. We accept." 

 

*** 

 

As the first watery rays of dawn painted the Lastwater River in hues of 
grey and silver, they arrived on the bustling muddy docks of Shellwater 
Bridge. 'The Mudskipper' was a broad-beamed, shallow-drafted vessel, 
its deck crowded with supplies. 



Amidst the shouts of rivermen, the creak of ropes, and the scent of damp 
wood and river mud, Sabine and her companions boarded, finding what 
space they could amidst the cargo. Snik, wrapped in a thick cloak, 
huddled nervously beside her.  

With a final shout and the splash of mooring ropes being cast off, 'The 
Mudskipper' shuddered, then began to move, its large rudder guiding it 
into the main current of the Lastwater. Shellwater Bridge, with its 
anxieties and its fragile hopes, grew smaller behind them. Before them 
lay the river, and beyond it, the Silted Isle, the mysteries of the K’thrall 
Fens, and the secrets of her past. She watched the muddy banks of the 
Lastwater slide by, the scent of unknown swamps ahead. The road of 
earth and stone had ended; the path of water and secrets had begun. 
She grinned as the silly thought of her as a skipping stone came 
unbidded and surpisingly vivid in her mind. 

 



Chapter 22: Snik’s Gastronomic Guide to the Swamplands 

King Elric sat alone in his private study, the ornately paneled chamber 
feeling more like a gilded cage than a seat of power. The remnants of a 
barely touched supper lay cold on a silver tray. 

The assassin’s shadow still stalked the corridors of his mind. Tyrell was 
far to the north, overseeing the refortification of Woodhall and rallying the 
battered northern garrisons. The King’s Guard were with the Marshal. 
What remained in Kingstead to protect the Crown and the capital was a 
skeleton force of City Guard, supplemented by a collection of bewildered 
fresh conscripts whose primary skill seemed to be tripping over their own 
spears. 

He ran his finger softly over the edge of his letter opener—pleasantly 
sharp. The conspiracy was a venomous serpent coiled in the very heart 
of his kingdom. Valerius was under house arrest, but the man was a 
spider with vast webs of influence. What to do with him? A public trial 
risked inflaming his supporters, turning him into a martyr. A quiet 
execution, however tempting, was the act of a tyrant, the very thing his 
enemies accused him of becoming. He felt trapped. 

The royal decrees had been met with discontent. From the wealthy 
southern lords came howls of protest about economic ruin and 
infringements of ancient feudal rights. From the common folk, burdened 
by a poor harvest and the rising cost of goods, came increasingly open 
defiance. Reports were filtering in of military-aged men fleeing south, to 
the Free Cities or even the uncertain sanctuary of Alsair, desperate to 
escape conscription into a war they barely understood. Local lords 
dragged their feet, offering excuses and delays instead of men and 
materiel. 

Only Archmage Falazar remained by his side. The ancient mage, for all 
his eccentricities, possessed a clarity of vision and an invaluable depth 
of historical understanding. But even the Archmage seemed more 
strained than usual. He spent long hours in his tower, occasionally 
emerging with cryptic warnings. 

"You carry too much alone, Your Majesty," Falazar had said to him only 
this morning, with rare gentleness. "A king is but a man. And a man can 
break beneath a burden too great." 



Elric had merely nodded, too weary to argue. He felt the truth of those 
words in every aching bone, in every sleepless night. He was the King. 
He was supposed to be the rock, the unyielding center of his realm. The 
fate of Argren rested on his shoulders but, for the first time in his reign, 
Elric feared he might not be strong enough to bear it. 

 
*** 

 

'The Mudskipper' trudged down the Lastwater River, its broad hull cutting 
through the murky brown water. Cultivated fields and orchards gradually 
gave way to denser woodlands, then to increasingly tangled thickets of 
willow and reed. The heavy, damp air was alive with the buzz of insects 
and the distant cries of waterfowl. 

Snik was huddled near the barge’s railing, peering intently into the murky 
water. Sabine, picking scabs on her sore arm, idly watched him. 

"See… see that?" Snik croaked, pointing a small, clawed finger at a 
ripple near a submerged log. "Glimmerfin. Very tasty. Very… wiggly." 

Sabine, intrigued, leaned closer. "Wiggly? You eat them wiggly, Snik?" 

Snik’s eyes lit up with a fervent gleam, a passion Sabine hadn't seen in 
him before. "Oh, yes, Tall-One! Best way! Glimmerfin you catch gentle, 
with reed-net. Then… quick bite behind head-frill! Still twitching in throat! 
Very… zesty!" He made a series of delighted clicking sounds. 

Sabine, despite a slight queasy feeling couldn't help but be amused by 
his enthusiasm. "Zesty, huh? What else is good out here?" she egged 
him on, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. 

And so began Snik’s eloquent gastronomic tour of the swamplands. 

"Mud-Grubblers," he declared, his eyes shining, "big, fat ones, from the 
deep silt. You dig them up when moon is dark. Best part… the belly-sac! 
Full of rich, earthy… ooze!" 

Gregan, who had been trying to quell a rising tide of seasickness from 
the barge’s gentle rocking, turned a rather alarming shade of grey. 
"Ooze? Gods preserve us, goblin, are you trying to turn my stomach 
inside out?" 



Snik looked at him puzzled. "Ooze is good, Big-One. Very nutritious. And 
the crunchy shell… good for teeth!" 

"Crunchy shells on a grub?" Sabine asked, trying to suppress a giggle at 
Gregan’s expression. 

"Oh, yes! And the River-Leech!" Snik continued, warming to his topic. 
"Not the little blood-suckers, no. The big ones. Arm-length. You find them 
clinging to the Slumber-Logs. You must be quick! Slice off sucker-end, 
then… slurp! Like… like strong, salty jelly-worm!" He made a slurping 
sound that made Gregan groan and clutch his stomach. 

"Jelly-worms," Gregan muttered with a grimace. "I think I’m going to be 
sick." He stumbled towards the railing, leaning over it precariously. 

Sabine, however, was finding Snik’s descriptions perversely fascinating. 
A glimpse into a world a world where survival was a raw, immediate 
thing, and the concept of 'food' stripped of all pretense. It was grotesque, 
but also... honest. In its own strange way. "What about the eyes, Snik? 
You mentioned Glimmerfin eyes earlier. Are all fish eyes good?" 

"Best part!" Snik exclaimed, his enthusiasm undiminished. "Eyes… pop 
in mouth! Like… like little flavour-bursts! Swamp-Pikers have very big, 
juicy eyes. And the Slime-Eels! Oh, their eyes are tiny, but so many! 
Like… like little black pearls of tastiness! And their bones… oh, their 
bones! So fine, so crunchy! You eat whole, head to tail-tip! No waste!" 

Masillius chuckled. "You certainly know your swamp cuisine, Snik. 
Perhaps you missed your calling as a Fenland chef?" 

Snik preened slightly, a rare expression of pride on his scarred face. 
"Snik learned much. From old scrolls. From watching. The 
Deep-Whisper did not care what Scuttlers ate. Only that they obeyed." A 
shadow crossed his features for a moment, then vanished as he 
returned to his culinary sermons. 

Artholan listened with a horrified academic curiosity, occasionally jotting 
down a note about "goblinoid dietary habits" and "potential alchemical 
properties of fenland fauna." Ruthiel’s faint, almost imperceptible twitch 
at the corner of their lips might have been the elven equivalent of a 
suppressed smile. 



The rest of the journey downriver towards the Silted Isle passed with 
Snik occasionally pointing out various edible—to him, at least—flora and 
fauna, much to Sabine’s continued amusement. And for a few hours at 
least, the most pressing concern for some of them was whether Snik 
would offer them a "zesty" Glimmerfin for their evening meal. 

 

*** 

 

Two days into the murky, widening expanse of the Lastwater River, the 
riverbanks dissolved into an endless vista of reeds, marshes, and 
shallow, interconnected waterways. The murky brown of the Lastwater 
gave way to a darker, clearer tea-color, stained by the tannins of a 
million decaying leaves from the deep swamp. 

Masillius’ previous dealings with the Silted Isle’s inhabitants had been 
conducted on the mainland shore, in a twice-weekly market where the 
peculiar islanders would arrive in shallow-draft skiffs to trade their goods 
for Argrenian tools, cloth, and trinkets. From that shore, the Silted Isle 
was but a hazy smudge on the horizon. As 'The Mudskipper' advanced 
through the increasingly open waters of the marshy lake, the Isle slowly 
materialized from the mist. 

It was dominated by a single structure: a tower, its sleek dark surface 
fashioned from a material that absorbed the watery sunlight. It had no 
windows, no slits, no battlements. Only an imposing, enormous entrance 
at its base, an archway that gaped open like the maw of a colossal 
beast, revealing only darkness within. The tower rose up and up, its 
summit swallowed by perpetual haze. 

The island itself, little more than a rocky, muddy upthrust from the 
shallow lake bed, was almost entirely consumed by the tower’s footprint. 
A dozen fisher huts and workshops clustered around its base, looking 
like barnacles on a leviathan’s hide. Lingering plumes of acrid smoke 
rose from a hut where fish were being gutted and smoked over peat 
fires. The sharp tang of a tannery drifted on the breeze, mingling with the 
clang of a blacksmith’s hammer. 

The inhabitants of the Silted Isle drew closer to shore. No more than a 
hundred souls, their clothing a strange mix of patched Argrenian fabrics 



and items fashioned from K’thrall reeds and iridescent fish scales. They 
were nominally Argrenian subjects, but generations of isolation had 
clearly forged them into a distinctly insular community. They watched the 
arrival of the barge with a quiet, unnerving intensity. 

A passing islander, pointed at a new crate on the barge and said to 
another, 'See-thing? New-new. Good-good?' in a sequence of clicks and 
rough-hewn Argrenian. 

A gaunt elderly man approached them as they disembarked. "Dry-Skins 
from—Shellwater-Place," he said with a raspy drawl, "K’thrall. 
Spawning-Speakers. They wait. In… in the Big Stone House." He 
gestured towards the colossal, open maw of the tower. 

Ramshackle tents of patched canvas and salvaged wood incongruously 
mushroomed in the chambers where polished, seamless stone walls and 
high ceilings spoke of a forgotten, far grander purpose. 

Artholan looked scandalized. "They live in it? Like… like termites in a 
fallen god’s skull? The sheer architectural desecration!" 

Masillius, on the other hand, was fascinated. "Remarkable. I always 
wondered where they went after the market. To think, this was here all 
along, just beyond the mists." 

 

*** 

 

Monty disembarked from nowhere with supreme nonchalance, deciding 
to explore the local culinary scene. Ronigren spotted him near the 
smokery, a freshly gutted fish dangling triumphantly from his jaws. He 
was about to make off with his prize when Myanaa’s ravens swooped 
down, cawing and fluttering. With a disdainful flick of his tail, the cat 
dropped the fish, hissed at the ravens, then began to groom himself 
unconcerned, as if airborne avian intervention was a daily triviality. 

Ruthiel, observing the feline-avian drama with a faint smile, stepped 
closer and addressed Monty in a language that seemed to shimmer in 
the damp air like heat haze. 



Monty paused his grooming. His yellow eyes, usually filled with a 
detached, feline amusement, seemed to sharpen, to focus on Ruthiel. A 
low rumble vibrated in his chest, between a purr and a growl. He held 
Ruthiel’s gaze for a long, charged moment, as if a silent conversation 
was passing between them. He then blinked, gave a dismissive twitch of 
his whiskers and sauntered off towards the gaping entrance of the 
obsidian tower with his customary swagger, leaving Ruthiel looking a 
little perplexed.  

The Isle’s elder led them towards a designated meeting area – a 
relatively clean, torch-lit section of one of the tower’s vast, echoing lower 
halls, where a delegation of K’thrall awaited. 

They were unlike any creature Ronigren had ever seen. Taller than the 
average men, with powerful amphibious limbs, their skin a mottled 
tapestry of greens, browns and blues capable of subtle shifts in color 
and pattern. Large, golden-pupiled eyes stood wide on broad froglike 
heads. They wore minimal adornment—sashes of woven reeds, 
necklaces of polished river stones and iridescent shells—but carried 
intricately carved staffs of dark water-logged wood. The air around them 
carried the scent of damp earth and swamp lilies. They regarded the 
humans with an unblinking intensity.  

Master Whisty the Shellwater scribe and an islander woman acted as 
interpreters. The K’thrall "Spawning-Speakers” communicated in a series 
of clicks, whistles, deep croaks, and subtle throat-sac inflations, which 
the interpreters then translated into simplified Argrenian. 

Ronigren and Artholan sat with Serjeant Allin and Master Whisty. The 
amphibians’ features were unsettlingly unreadable. 

Through the slow, often frustrating process of translation, their concerns 
emerged. "The waters are troubled," the lead K’thrall Speaker, a large 
individual whose skin patterns shifted with an hypnotic slowness, 
conveyed. "The Scuttler-Hordes, they pass through our spawning 
grounds. They foul the sacred pools. They take the young-lings for… for 
dark meat-food." A visible darkening of skin patterns passed through the 
delegation. 

"More than Scuttlers," another added, its throat-sac pulsing. 
"Stone-Shards walk with them now. And things that were once 



Dry-Skins, now… now they walk again, but with empty eyes, smelling of 
grave-earth. They cut a path, a straight, unthinking path, fouling the 
waters, disturbing the ancient slumber of the Deep Bogs." 

"The Old Powers of the Fen… they weaken," the lead Speaker 
conveyed, golden eyes clouded with a deep, primal fear. "The 
Swamp-Spirits grow silent. The Great Eel-Mother has not surfaced for 
many moons. We feel a sickness in the deep currents. A shadow that 
chills the spawning-beds. Our gods—our gods are troubled. Or perhaps 
they are dying." 

"If… Scuttler-Hordes… cross… your… mud-flats," Serjeant Allin said, his 
voice loud and slow, as if speaking to particularly dim-witted children, 
"then… Shellwater-Place… offers… sharp-sticks… fire-pots… We… 
help… you… fight… them. You… help… Shellwater-Place… guard… 
river-paths? Trade… strong warriors… for… sharp-sticks?" He made 
jabbing motions with his hands. 

A ripple of skin hues passed through the K’thrall delegation. The lead 
Speaker’s webbed fingers, which had been resting loosely on its staff, 
tightened, and the vibrant blue patterns on its skin momentarily faded to 
a dull, muddy brown. His throat-sac pulsed slowly, "Dry-Skin warriors… 
fight on dry land. K’thrall fight in deep water. Your sharp-sticks… sink. 
Your fire-pots… hiss and die. We do not seek your warriors. We seek 
understanding. The shadow… it is not just Scuttlers." 

Master Whitby interjected. "What my brave colleague means… to impart, 
Honored Spawning-Speakers, is that the Kingdom of Argren values 
strong borders, mutual defense against common foes. We too… have 
felt the sting of these northern aggressors. Our great Archmage Falazar 
studies these disturbances deeply." 

Artholan saw his opening. He leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. "Your 
Swamp-Spirits, Honored Speakers," he began, "You say they grow 
silent? Your Great Eel-Mother… she no longer surfaces? This spiritual 
malaise… it is of paramount arcane significance! Does it correlate with 
specific geomantic alignments? Are there… necromantic resonances 
emanating from the defiled spawning pools? Your divinatory practices… 
do they involve scrying through fermented bog-water or perhaps the 
entrails of luminous amphibians?" 



The K’thrall delegation stared at him blankly. The amphibians, already 
diffident and wary, seemed to recoil slightly from Artholan’s questioning. 

Ronigren, seeing the parley rapidly devolving into a mess of militaristic 
posturing and arcane interrogation, had to intervene. 

"Master Whisty," Ronigren said, cutting through Artholan’s continued 
musings. "If I may. There is another member of our party. One who has a 
unique connection to ancient things. Perhaps her presence might be 
more fitting for this discussion." 

Before the bewildered Shellwater delegation could protest, Ronigren 
signaled to one of the Silted Isle guards standing discreetly by the 
entrance to the vast hall. "Please, fetch the tall young woman, Sabine. 
And the elder, Marta. Oh, and the Elf, Ruthiel." 

Sabine’s entrance, even in this grand hall, drew a visible reaction from 
the K’thrall – their large eyes widened, their throat-sacs pulsed a little 
faster.  

Ronigren addressed the lead Speaker, choosing his words carefully. 
"Honored Spawning-Speakers," he began. "We too are deeply troubled 
by the shadow you speak of. We have faced its manifestations in the 
north – the Scuttlers, the Stone-Skins, the dead-walkers, the Dark-Chant 
of their shamans. This young woman, Sabine," he gestured towards her, 
"carries an artifact of great antiquity, one that resonates with powers that 
may predate both your people and mine. The elder Marta is a keeper of 
another such token, one that awoke ancient guardians. And Ruthiel of 
the Sylvanesti… their wisdom spans centuries, their knowledge of the 
old ways is profound." 

He paused, letting them absorb this. "We do not offer you just 
sharp-sticks, Honored Speakers. We offer shared knowledge and a 
shared search for understanding. Perhaps the disturbances you feel in 
your deep waters and the ancient powers we are beginning to uncover 
are connected. Perhaps together we can find a path through this 
encroaching darkness." 

The lead K’thrall Speaker looked at Sabine. For a long moment the only 
sound in the cavernous hall was the distant drip of water and the sigh of 
wind through the open maw of the tower. 



The K’thrall’s throat-sac pulsed, and a series of soft, thoughtful clicks 
and whistles emerged. Master Elmsworth listened intently, then 
translated, a note of surprise in his own voice. 

"The Tall-One. She carries the scent of the Mountain-Shapers. The 
Stone-Singers. The Old Woman. She walks with echoes of the Deep 
Earth. The Star-Eyed One. Their song is ancient. Perhaps… perhaps 
there is wisdom in your words, Dry-Skin warrior. We will listen to what 
your unusual companions have to say." 

Ruthiel added, "The Jotunai, yes. The Terra-Born. Our own Sylvanesti 
lore speaks of them, though our paths diverged many ages past. 
Masters of earth and stone. Their cities were said to be carved from 
living mountains, their guardians… constructs of immense power." The 
Elf’s gaze travelled towards Sabine’s amulet, then to Marta’s key. 

Marta clutched her own key. "The Keepers of Oakhaven, they were of 
stone. And they answered when my village was overrun, and when 
Sabine was in peril." 

The second K’thrall Speaker, its skin patterns shifting like oil on water, 
made a series of faster, more agitated clicks. Elmsworth struggled to 
keep up. "The Stone-Singers. They are. Of the Far North now. Beyond 
the Frozen Wastes. Beyond the Scablands even our deepest 
bog-crawlers shun. Our Spawn-Songs. They speak of a Great 
Sundering. A sorrow. Some Stone-Singers. They took too much from the 
deep waters, from the life-blood of the Fens. Made the land thirsty. Our 
ancestors. They warred with them. A long, bitter struggle." 

The lead Speaker’s clicks softened, became more hesitant. "But… not 
all Stone-Singers were the same. Some sought balance. Some 
remembered the old pacts, when K’thrall and Jotunai shared the deep 
wisdom of the earth. Long ago. Maybe fifteen winter’s past. There were 
two of them. Two Stone-Singers. They came from the north. Seeking 
passage. Seeking the Silted Isle. Seeking old places of power. To… to 
awaken something. Against a shadow they felt stirring. Even then." 

Sabine’s breath caught in her throat. Fifteen winters past. Two 
Stone-Singers. Her parents? 



"Honored Speakers," she interjected, her voice trembling with emotion. 
"Fifteen years ago… I was found as a child. In the wreckage of a 
carriage, near the Bleeding Marshes, on your borders. “ 

A heavy silence descended. The K’thrall Spawning-Speakers looked at 
Sabine, their golden eyes unblinking. The lead Speaker let out a long, 
low whistle. 

"The two Stone-Singers" Whisty translated, " Our Xy’tharr kin agreed to 
guide them. South. But they were ambushed. Before they reached the 
deep Fens. Perhaps by Scuttlers. And perhaps other rival 
Spawning-Beds who feared the Stone-Singers’ return, who remembered 
the old thirst of the land." 

Tears welled in her eyes. 

"Father…" she whispered, her voice choked, searching for Masillius in 
the gloomy hall behind her. 

Marta looked up at Sabine and offered a comforting hand on her arm, 
eyes twitching back tears. 

Ronigren spoke resolutely. "Honored Spawning-Speakers," he 
addressed the K’thralls. "The knowledge you have shared is of immense 
significance. This 'Far North' you speak of, where the Stone-Singers, the 
Jotunai, may still dwell. We believe it holds answers vital to combating 
the shadow that threatens us all. Would your people grant us passage, 
or guidance through your territories, towards these northern lands?" 

A series of slow, considered clicks and whistles emanated from the lead 
K’thrall. "The Far North is a land of bitter memory for our Spawn-Songs. 
And the Scablands – they are poisoned, not even the Deep-Crawlers 
venture there. To guide Dry-Skins and a Stone-Singer’s get through our 
sacred Fens towards such a place –  this is a heavy thing. A decision not 
for us alone to make." The Speaker’s golden eyes seemed to dull with 
weariness. "We must consult with the full Spawning-Council of Xy’tharr. 
We will carry your words, your request, to the Deep Pools. We will return 
with their answer when the sun has slept and risen once more." 

And with that, the formal parley concluded. The K’thrall delegation 
retreated into their reed skiffs and melted back into the misty labyrinth of 
the swamp, leaving Ronigren’s party and the Shellwater representatives 
in the echoing silence of the ancient tower. 



"The Far North? Through K’thrall swamplands?" Gregan grumbled later, 
as they shared a meager meal of dried fish and hardtack in a corner of 
the tower’s cavernous lower hall. "Sounds like a recipe for getting eaten 
by giant swamp-leeches, if you ask me. Or ending up as K’thrall stew." 

"If there’s a chance for Sabine to find… her people… to understand who 
she is…" Masillius glanced at his daughter, love and fear warring in his 
eyes. "But the risks, Sir Ronigren. They are immense." 

"The ethnographical and arcane potential, gentlemen! To observe extant 
Jotunai culture! To study their unique bio-arcane resonance! The treatise 
I shall write will revolutionize thaumaturgic anthropology!" Artholan 
beamed. 

The Silted Isle fishermen found Snik’s detailed, if gruesome, knowledge 
of swamp creatures and their culinary preparation fascinating and 
alarming. Soon, Snik was engaged in an animated, if linguistically 
challenged, exchange with a group of leathery-faced Islanders, 
demonstrating the proper way to de-slime a giant bog-slug with a 
sharpened reed, much to their delight. An expression of ease, even 
enjoyment, touched the small goblin’s scarred features. 

As evening approached, bringing with it the chorus of swamp frogs and 
the distant, mournful cries of fenland birds, Ronigren stood at the gaping 
entrance of the Silent Sentinel, looking out over the misty, darkening 
waters from where the K’thrall’s answer would arrive with the coming 
dawn. 

 

*** 

 

The screech of individual wills was slowly being drawn into the 
harmonious quietude of the One. It was satisfying. A rightness. A return 
to the primordial peace. 

His perception, but a shared lens with the Hunger That Dwells Alone, 
expanded like a drop of black ink. He felt the swelling ranks, the 
gathering shadows. 

Delicate threads brushed against the sun-baked spires of the Ssylarr 
city-states, tasting the decadent weariness in some, the burgeoning 



ambition in others. Others touch the edges of the Zha Khor Empire, that 
realm of disciplined cruelty and potent sorcery. A note of… resonance, 
and a forgotten spiteful god.  

A shared appreciation for order, for control, for the exquisite beauty of a 
will perfectly subjugated. Promising. A useful tool. A fire to fight fire, 
before all is drawn into the final, cool embrace. 

Argren thrashed. Like a dying fish on a line. Its king attempted to rally his 
fearful flock. Futile. The seeds of dissent, carefully sown, nurtured by 
greed and resentment, were sprouting nicely within its stone heart. 

Even their so-called champions sought answers. They sought hope. 
They would find only more threads of the vast, unfolding web. 

His own fading consciousness, the ghost in this machine of annihilation, 
felt a distant pang. A memory of… sunlight on stone. Laughter. A hand 
on his shoulder. Meaningless. The individual was an agony, a pointless 
struggle. Solitude was perfection. Unity was peace. 

The maw was opening. Slowly, patiently, inexorably. All would be drawn 
in. All would be silenced. All would be… One. 

 

 



Chapter 23: What Lies Beyond 

The sunbeam, when it finally deigned to pierce the damp haze of this 
waterlogged rock, was… adequate. Not as robust as a proper 
steppe-land sunbeam, nor as warm as one found baking on ancient 
desert stones, but acceptable for a brief, post-fish-thievery toilette. He 
licked a paw meticulously, smoothing a ruffled patch of fur on his flank. 
The ravens had been particularly impertinent this morning. Noisy, 
flapping creatures. No finesse. 

This Silted Isle. Curious place. Damp, old magic, and a truly astonishing 
variety of fish guts. The Big Stone House hummed. Oh yes, it hummed a 
very old song. A sleepy song. But with an exquisite potential for a rather 
loud awakening. Like that other rock-pile, Woodhall. That had been… 
mildly amusing. This one felt sleepier. More complicated. 

The current crop of two-leggers were an odd bunch. The Tall Young She 
was certainly the most promising. Like a tightly coiled spring, just waiting 
for the right prod. He’d enjoyed batting at her neck-toy. She finally gave 
him an interesting show. 

The Pointy-Eared One’s little game of High Elven had been a diverting 
interlude. Such a serious face for one who understood so little. 

The Clumsy-Leader carried the weight of their silly little quest like a sack 
of wet sand. So much earnestness. What an exhausting child. As if any 
of it would matter in a few millennia. The Small Green One though, he 
was a delightful surprise. A broken chain, yes. And his opinions on the 
proper consumption of swamp delicacies were refreshing. The others 
were so boring with their cooked, lifeless fare. 

And these Frog-Speakers, the K’thrall. Oh, they’re right to be worried. 
Their gods are indeed… napping rather soundly. Perhaps permanently. 
The Big Shadow doesn't like company, however sleepy. Their damp, 
squishy world was next on the menu if things kept going this way. 

He stretched again, then, with a sudden, decisive flick of his tail, leaped 
from the sun-warmed rock. A particularly plump, iridescent marsh-fly 
buzzed past. Excellent. A mid-morning snack. The philosophical 
implications of the Tall Young She’s ancestry, the impending doom of the 
Frog-Speakers’ gods, the tedious machinations of the Big Shadow – all 



could wait. There were important, immediate matters to attend to. Like 
the satisfying crunch of a well-caught marsh-fly. 

He stalked his prey with feline patience. The game was always better 
when one savored the hunt. The path north would be… eventful. Full of 
interesting new smells, new dangers, and new opportunities for a 
well-timed nap in an unexpected sunbeam. Or a strategically pilfered 
fish. 

 

*** 

 

The wind howled a mournful dirge through the narrow defile known as 
Overwatch Pass, a key route through the foothills of the Dragon’s Tooth 
Mountains. Captain Lara Vance and her company of fifty grizzled 
Argrenian regulars had held this vital chokepoint for ten brutal days. 

Below them, the valley seethed with goblins attempting to force the pass. 
Each dusk brought a renewed assault, each dawn a tally of their own 
dead and wounded, and a dwindling supply of arrows and quarrels. 

"They’re coming again, Captain!" a young lookout shouted, his voice 
cracking with fatigue and fear. 

Her face grimy, her armor dented, Lara peered through an arrow slit. 
Another wave of attackers surged towards their hastily constructed 
barricades of rock and felled timber. Amongst them, she saw the hulking 
forms of what looked like heavily armored Orcs, their guttural war cries a 
new addition to the goblin shrieks.  

"Archers, pick your targets!" Lara bellowed, her voice hoarse. 
"Spearmen, hold the line! For Argren! For the Pass!" 

Arrows flew, spears met charging bodies, swords flashed in the grey 
morning light. They would hold. They had to hold. 

 

*** 

 



Argrenian hamlets and logging camps that had once dotted the 
Blackwood’s edges were now smoking ruins, abandoned in haste. 
Sergeant Borin of Lastwall, now attached to one of Tyrell’s new mobile 
reconnaissance units, moved like a ghost through the blighted 
undergrowth. 

His mission was simple: to track the movements of a large goblin 
warband, bolstered by several Stone-Skin Ogres, that was 
systematically razing everything in its path, pushing relentlessly 
southwards.  

Today they had found their chance. The warband made camp in a small, 
defensible valley, a Stone-Skin stood sentinel while the others rested. 
Borin and his men, using their intimate knowledge of the forest, had laid 
an ambush: a deadfall of massive logs, precariously balanced, triggered 
by a single tripwire. 

As the Stone-Skin sentinel lumbered past, Borin gave the signal. The 
tripwire snapped, and with a thunderous crash, tons of timber rained 
down. The ogre roared as the logs smashed into it, sending him 
sprawling down on the grass, burying him under a cavalcade of dead 
trees. 

The goblin camp erupted into chaos. Borin and his men loosed a single 
volley of arrows into the confused mass and melted into the forest before 
the enemy could organize a pursuit. It was a small victory, a momentary 
disruption. But as they retreated, scores of goblins poured from their 
tents amongst the enraged howls of the other Stone-Skins. They had 
poked the hornet’s nest. The Blackwood was a hunting ground, and they, 
for all their skill, were increasingly the prey. 

 

*** 

 

The air near the K’thrall Fens reeked of stagnant water and decay. Here, 
the Argrenian presence had always been tenuous, a few scattered 
fishing villages and fortified trading posts. Now, even these were 
threatened. 



Young Lieutenant Valerius commanded a pitifully small detachment of 
local militia and a handful of regular soldiers tasked with patrolling the 
ill-defined border. His "fortress" was little more than a palisaded cluster 
of huts on a muddy rise overlooking a vast, reed-choked waterway. 

Goblins, moving with an unnatural stealth through the reeds, 
camouflaged with mud and swamp vegetation, would strike at night, 
targeting isolated sentry posts. And sometimes, from the deeper swamp, 
came things even worse: hulking, amphibious horrors that rose from the 
murky depths, their eyes glowing with a malevolent, swamp-gas 
luminescence, their claws capable of tearing through timber. 

Lieutenant Valerius, his youthful face etched with a weariness far beyond 
his years, stood on his rickety watchtower, peering into the treacherous 
landscape. He had lost five men last night to silent, unseen attackers 
that had dragged them screaming into the reeds. His remaining men 
were terrified, their morale crumbling. He had sent ravens to Shellwater 
Bridge, to Kingstead, pleading for reinforcements, for supplies, for any 
sign that they had not been forgotten. But his only company tonight 
would be the fear of what lay beyond the next sunset. 

 

*** 

 

The sun had barely graced the misty waters of the Great Swamp Mouth 
when the K’thrall delegation returned to the Silted Isle. Silent reed skiffs 
glided out of the morning haze like phantoms, heralded only by the soft 
dip of paddles and the occasional croak. 

The lead Spawning-Speaker, its mottled skin patterns shifting subtly in 
the pale light, conveyed their council’s decision. "The Xy’tharr 
Spawning-Council has considered your words, Dry-Skins. The 
disturbances in the deep waters… the weakening of the Old Powers… 
these are matters of grave concern to all who breathe the sacred silt." 

A pause, filled only by the lapping of water against the pier and the 
distant cry of a marsh bird. 

"The Council invites your chosen representatives to Xy’tharr-Tol, our 
Sunken City. To speak before the full circle of Spawning-Speakers. To 



share what knowledge you possess. And to hear what wisdom the Deep 
Pools may offer. The Tall-One who carries the Mountain-Shapers’ 
song… the Star-Eyed One whose voice echoes the First Forests… and 
the Old Woman who holds the Earth’s Key… they, especially, are bidden 
to attend." 

"We are honored by your invitation, Honored Speaker," Ronigren replied, 
relief and anticipation playing competing beats in his chest. "We will 
accept." 

The journey into the K’thrall Fens was like entering another world. They 
left 'The Mudskipper' behind, transferring to several large, shallow-draft 
K’thrall skiffs, expertly poled by silent, powerful amphibians through a 
labyrinth of narrow, winding waterways. The air grew heavy with the 
scent of damp earth, rotting blossoms, and a faint sulfurous tang. 
Towering reed beds, taller than a man on horseback, pressed in on 
either side, their feathery tops obscuring the sky. Luminous fungi clung 
to the gnarled roots of colossal swamp trees, casting a phosphorescent 
glow on the murky water. Eerie sounds surrounded them: the deep 
croaks of bullfrogs the size of hounds, trilling calls of jewel-birds, the 
sudden splash of something large and unseen moving beneath the 
surface. 

Sabine’s bandaged arm still ached, but a new, subtle energy seemed to 
thrum beneath her skin. Her clothes felt tighter across the shoulders, her 
boots a little snugger. Gregan looked distinctly uncomfortable, swatting 
at biting insects and eyeing the torbid water with undisguised suspicion, 
while Snik looked relaxed and lost in thought.  

After an eternity of gliding through the silent, oppressive beauty of the 
Fens, the waterways began to widen, converging on a vast, 
subterranean river that flowed into a colossal cavern mouth, 
half-submerged at the base of a towering, moss-covered bluff. Their 
amphibian guides poled the skiffs into the echoing darkness. 

Xy’tharr-Tol. Even her father seemed at a loss for words. 

The Sunken City was not built so much as grown from the fabric of the 
vast cavern system. Buildings of mud, reed, and polished river stone 
flowed organically around colossal, naturally formed pillars, connected 
by swaying bridges of woven vines and glowing fungal pathways. 



Bioluminescent mosses and crystal-like formations embedded in the 
cavern walls cast an ethereal glow over everything, illuminating vast 
common pools where hundreds of K’thrall moved with grace, their skin 
patterns shifting in the dim light. The air was warm, humid, and filled with 
the gentle sound of dripping water and the muffled rush of underground 
waterfalls.  

They led them to a series of interconnected, partially submerged 
grottoes. The "guest lodgings" were carved from smooth, water-worn 
stone and adorned with intricate patterns of glowing moss, and each 
grotto featured raised, dry platforms of polished bog-wood for sleeping, 
but the main "living" area was a series of waist-high pools of warm 
mineral-rich water, heated by unseen geothermal vents. The air was 
thick with steam, the scent of sulfur, and an aroma of damp earth and 
aquatic plants. 

"This is… an honor," the scribe from Shellwater stammered, trying to 
maintain his diplomatic composure while water lapped uncomfortably 
around his knees. 

"Most… invigorating," Artholan declared, though his expression 
suggested he found it anything but. 

Before any formal audience with the Spawning-Council, they were asked 
to partake in the "Ritual of Shared Waters." This involved a circuit of 
several communal pools, alternating between cold subterranean springs 
and near-scalding geothermal baths, and a refreshment bar where their 
guides, with great ceremony and many enthusiastic clicks and whistles, 
would stuff them with K’thrall delicacies and potent libations after each 
circuit. Once the novelty of her surroundings started to wane, Sabine 
could hear her stomach groaning in anticipation, she could definitely use 
a bowl or two of the local fish stew. 

Gregan was initially game, barging through the hot and cold pools, 
surely upsetting the K’thralls he splashed on the way to the bar. He 
downed the first offering – a small, translucent cup filled with a fiery, 
eye-wateringly strong liquor that tasted vaguely of fermented swamp gas 
with a hearty "Hah! Not bad, for frog-brew!" He then eyed the 
accompanying "delicacy": a quivering, gelatinous orb, roughly the size of 
his thumb, served on a broad, flat leaf. 



"And what, pray tell, is this little beauty?" he asked, poking it tentatively. 

The interpreter conferred with a K’thrall guide. "Deep-Silt Jelly-Egg," 
came the translation. "Very life-giving. Very potent." 

Gregan popped it into his mouth. His eyes widened, then he managed a 
choked, "Goes down… like a greased bog-toad… but kicks like a mule 
with its tail on fire!" He then excused himself to a secluded corner, where 
he audibly retched. 

Sabine, watching Gregan’s predicament, politely declined the Jelly-Egg, 
much to the disappointment of their hosts. Snik devoured his with gusto, 
making appreciative clicking sounds. 

Her father managed to compliment the "unique textural experience" of a 
dried, crunchy water beetle the size of his palm, while surreptitiously 
dropping most of it in the water, shooting Sabine a goofy conspiratorial 
smile.  

Ronigren the brave forced himself to sample a sliver of "Sun-Cured 
Marsh-Slug Jerky." It was, he coughed, “an acquired taste.” A fearless 
leader indeed. 

The Ritual of Shared Waters went on and on, a cycle of shocking cold, 
scalding heat, dubious alcoholic brews and baffling cuisine. By the time 
their guides deemed them sufficiently "cleansed and welcomed," Sabine 
was water-logged, slightly nauseous, and grateful that this aspect of 
amphibian hospitality was over. 

 

*** 

 

Their K’thrall guides led them from the geothermal warmth of the guest 
grottoes into the heart of Xy’tharr-Tol.  

Water was the lifeblood of the Sunken City. It flowed in shallow canals 
that served as streets, their levels varying from ankle-deep rivulets to 
chest-high channels, navigated by K’thrall with effortless, amphibious 
grace. The Dry-Skins splashed and stumbled, much to the unblinking 
curiosity of the city’s inhabitants. 



Low domed structures of hardened mud and woven reeds, their 
entrances half-submerged, glowed faintly with internal bioluminescence. 
In larger, more angular edifices K’thralls shaped dark, lustrous bog-wood 
into intricate carvings, or tended to bubbling vats that exuded pungent 
alchemical aromas – an industry blurring the lines between craft and 
elemental magic. In sheltered alcoves, citizens bartered goods with a 
currency of tiny luminescent shells pulsing with a pearly light. 

Domesticated swamp-dwelling creatures roamed the wider 
thoroughfares or were penned in watery enclosures: giant, docile 
snail-like beasts used for transport; flocks of luminous, six-legged 
water-fowl herded with flexible reed prods; amphibians, reptiles, and 
oversized insects were being sold or prepared as food. 

Finn observed the city’s layout with professional appreciation. What 
seemed at first glance to be a random, chaotic warren of waterways and 
structures, he began to realize, was a masterfully designed defensive 
system. The shifting water levels, the narrow, easily blocked channels, 
the strategically placed guard posts camouflaged as natural rock 
formations – it was a city built to confuse and trap any unwelcome 
intruder. The intricate, almost invisible, workings of a massive water 
filtration and circulation system, powered by geothermal vents and 
subterranean currents, ensured the city’s water remained clean and 
life-sustaining. Their weaponry was subtle but effective: blowpipes that 
fired darts tipped with potent swamp venoms, nets woven from incredibly 
strong, near-invisible reed fibers, and short, heavy clubs of 
bog-ironwood, ideal for close-quarters combat in watery environments. 

Myanaa showed him a different layer of Xy’tharr-Tol’s complexity, with a 
beaming smile of wonder he’d seldom seen on her in Lastwall. Swarms 
of tiny, iridescent insects moved in controlled, deliberate patterns, 
herded and guided by K’thrall sorceries, pollinated glowing underwater 
flora, maintained the delicate balance of bioluminescent fungi, and 
perhaps even served as a subtle, city-wide communication network. The 
seemingly anarchic swamp ecosystem within the vast cavern city was a 
meticulously tended, carefully manicured, and magically directed 
architecture of life. 

Finally, they reached the Great Conclave Chamber. A vast, squat, 
single-story dome fashioned from dark river stone, smooth mud, and 



intricate, swirling patterns of the same bioluminescent shells used as 
currency, casting a soft, pulsating glow that illuminated the shallow pool 
surrounding its entrance. 

Inside, the atmosphere was different. While the common K’thrall favored 
muted, camouflaging colors, the Spawning-Speakers and other figures 
of authority gathered here were adorned in surprisingly gaudy, 
eye-catching hues – sashes of vibrant crimson and electric blue woven 
from rare swamp fibers, elaborate headdresses of iridescent feathers 
and polished bone, and heavy pectoral ornaments of gleaming shells 
and hefty deep-water pearls. In a world of mist, mud, and muted greens 
and browns, where to stand out was to mark oneself as a target for 
predators, such vibrant displays were an unambiguous sign of power, a 
declaration that they feared no hunter within these sacred, protected 
depths. 

 

*** 

 

In the smoke-filled, velvet-draped back room of 'The Gilded Cage,' 
fortunes were won and lost on the turn of a card, and secrets were often 
traded as freely as coin. 

Cyros Goldenvein, with his artfully disheveled silks and a carefully 
cultivated air of bored ennui, was deeply engrossed in a game of 
"Emperor’s Folly," a notoriously unpredictable card game favored by 
those with more coin than sense. Wine flowed freely, a vintage far too 
good for such a sordid establishment, and the stakes on the table were 
eye-wateringly high. His opponents were a typical Kingstead mix: a 
couple of minor nobles drowning their inheritances, a shadow-faced man 
from one of the city’s less savory guilds, and, most interestingly, a 
newcomer from further south. 

The newcomer was a Verranzan merchant named Signor Lorenzo 
Bellardi, a man whose wealth was as ostentatious as his garishly striped 
silk doublet and the diamond rings flashing on his plump fingers. Bellardi 
had appeared in Kingstead recently, ostensibly to negotiate new trade 
routes for Verranzan spices and southern wines, but his conversation,  



as the wine flowed and the hour grew late, veered increasingly towards 
less commercial, and far more seditious, topics. 

"This King Elric of yours," Bellardi drawled, his Verranzan accent thick, 
as he casually tossed a handful of gold Imperials onto the betting pile, 
"he seems rather heavy-handed, no? These new taxes, these levies for 
a northern war that barely touches the true heart of commerce—it stifles 
enterprise, does it not? One might think a change in… management 
would be beneficial for all parties of discernment." He looked around the 
table, his eyes small and shrewd, probing. 

Cyros Goldenvein, while appearing to be losing rather spectacularly at 
cards, listened intently. 

Cyros sighed dramatically. "Indeed, Signor Bellardi. The burdens placed 
upon us loyal, enterprising subjects are considerable. One yearns for a 
return to more predictable times. More… profitable times." He dropped a 
card, and as he bent to retrieve it, his other hand moved with lightning 
speed, pressing a small, flat stone firmly into the heel of Bellardi’s 
buckled boot. It would adhere there, silent and unseen, allowing Cyros to 
track the Verranzan’s movements through the city. 

Cyros continued his charade of gullible losses while his mind cataloged 
every word, every nuance. This Verranzan was a key, Cyros sensed, a 
link to something larger. 

After Bellardi had departed, Cyros dispatched a message through a 
loyal, if temperamental, courier: a brightly plumed parrot named Calypso, 
who had a penchant for expensive crackers and a prodigious knowledge 
of Kingstead’s rooftops. The coded note tucked into a small capsule on 
Calypso’s leg was for Elmyra. Verranzan peacock, name Bellardi. Pluck 
his feathers. Discover his roost. 

Within two days, Elmyra had not only located Signor Bellardi’s opulent 
lodgings but had also managed to secure a private… audience. 

While Bellardi, sated and boastful after an expensive dinner and 
Elmyra’s enchanting companionship, slept soundly—aided by a subtle 
sleeping draught Elmyra had discreetly added to his final glass of 
wine—she made a swift, silent search of his rooms. 

She found what she was looking for tucked away in a hidden 
compartment of his traveling chest: a small, heavy pouch. Inside, nestled 



amongst some rather explicit Verranzan "art," were several Zha Khor 
silver pieces. And alongside them, a small, obsidian sigil, intricately 
carved: a stylized, unblinking eye within a broken circle. 

Elmyra recognized the sigil with a jolt of unease. The mark of the 
"Temple of the Silent Architect," one of the newer cults that had been 
gaining a following not just in Kingstead, but, according to whispers, in 
many of the southern cities and even amongst some disaffected 
elements in the Free Cities. They preached a doctrine of "True Order 
through Absolute Design," of a coming age where all chaos would be 
silenced by a divine, unyielding plan. It had always struck her as vaguely 
sinister, its promises of perfection too absolute, its devotees too fervent. 

She looked quizzically at the snoring libertine partially wrapped in silk, 
trying to imagine him having a spiritual side, then shook her head, 
sighed, and joined the night’s currents once more. 

 

*** 

 

The news landed in Falazar’s tower sanctum with the force of a 
well-aimed siege stone. Zha Khor silver. The Silent Architect. 

Falazar listened, his face a mask. The slimy self-possession of 
Goldenvein, who clearly relished his role as a purveyor of such 
high-stakes intelligence, was, as always, an irritant. Elmyra’s cool, 
factual delivery, however, he respected. She dealt in truths, however 
unpalatable. 

The pieces were falling into a disturbing pattern. The Entity was 
insinuating itself into the very fabric of human ambition, using 
established channels of corruption, foreign rivalries, and even new, 
insidious faiths to achieve its ends. This "Silent Architect" cult… it reeked 
of the Entity’s desire for a cold, absolute, unthinking order. 

The King’s immediate assumption that Corvin Valerius was the sole 
puppet master behind the assassination attempt and the growing unrest, 
now seemed dangerously simplistic. Valerius was a key player, a 
disgruntled, ambitious man whose wounded pride made him a ripe target 



for manipulation. But a direct alliance with the Zha Khor Empire? An 
involvement with a shadowy religious cult? 

A decision, distasteful but necessary, began to form in Falazar’s weary 
mind. Pride, rigid allegiances, even personal revulsion – these were 
luxuries a kingdom on the brink of annihilation could ill afford. Continuing 
to treat Valerius merely as a disgraced traitor to be crushed might simply 
make him a martyr, playing directly into the hands of whatever larger, 
more patient power was really pulling the strings. 

"Your… diligence… is noted," Falazar said finally, his voice dry, offering 
no praise to Cyros, who looked momentarily deflated. He turned to 
Elmyra. "Continue to listen, Mistress. The whispers in this city are now 
more vital than any battlefield report." To Cyros, he added, "And you, 
Goldenvein. Keep your ears to the ground.” 

After they had departed, Falazar stood for a long time, staring out over 
the sprawling, oblivious city of Kingstead. He needed to understand 
Valerius’s true role, his true intentions.  

His pride recoiled at the thought. Corvin Valerius was a man he had long 
despised for his avarice, his short-sightedness, his smug dismissal of 
any concern that couldn’t be quantified on a ledger. But centuries of 
experience navigating the treacherous currents of power and human 
folly, ultimately trumped his personal distaste. Sometimes, to understand 
the serpent, one had to venture into its den. 

Under the cloak of a moonless, star-dusted sky, a lone, hooded figure 
slipped away from the Royal Citadel, eschewing the usual arcane 
gateways and dimensional shortcuts. Falazar, Archmage of Argren, 
chose to walk the shadowed streets of his city like any common man, his 
immense power carefully leashed, his purpose a heavy weight within 
him. 

He arrived, unannounced, at the opulent city mansion of Corvin Valerius. 
The house was still staffed by loyal retainers, and the King’s guards 
stationed outside were more a symbol of house arrest than a true 
impediment to a mage of Falazar’s caliber. He bypassed them with a a 
shimmer of displaced air that left them none the wiser, and found himself 
in Valerius’s grand, dimly lit study. 



Corvin Valerius was seated before a dying fire, a decanter of amber 
liquid at his elbow, his usually immaculate attire rumpled, his face etched 
with a bitter, brooding resentment. He looked up, startled, as Falazar 
stepped out of the shadows, his hood falling back to reveal his ancient, 
unyielding features. 

"Falazar!" Valerius exclaimed, half-rising from his chair, his hand 
instinctively going to a letter opener on his desk – a pathetic defense 
against the being before him. "What is the meaning of this intrusion? I 
am under the King’s… protection!" 

"Protection, Corvin?” Falazar’s voice was quiet, devoid of its usual 
sarcasm, but heavy with an unspoken authority. "We need to talk. Not as 
Archmage and disgraced Chancellor. But as two men who, for vastly 
different reasons, hold a piece of Argren’s fate in their hands." 

He gestured towards a chair. "The King believes you sent an assassin to 
his door. He believes you are actively plotting treason with every 
disgruntled noble south of the River Argorn. He is… inclined towards 
swift, decisive, and rather permanent solutions." 

Valerius’s face paled, then flushed with anger. "Absurd! I am a loyal 
servant of Argren! It is the King who has lost his senses, swayed by 
your… your doom-mongering!" 

"Perhaps," Falazar conceded, a dangerous glint in his eye. "Or perhaps, 
Corvin, you have simply been a fool. A vain, greedy fool, who allowed 
his petty grievances and his love of Verranzan trinkets to make him a 
pawn in a game far larger, and far deadlier, than you ever imagined." He 
let that sink in. "I am not here to deliver the King’s justice, though that 
may yet come. I am here to gauge the depth of your folly. To understand 
your true schemes, your true intentions. And to see if, even now, there is 
any common ground upon which Argren’s survival might be negotiated, 
rather than simply… enforced." 

 



Chapter 24: She Who Walked The Dry Path 

Ronigren and his companions, still slightly damp and smelling faintly of 
geothermal minerals from their "welcoming ritual," found themselves 
ushered into a space that defied every Dry-Skin notion of a council room. 

The chamber they crossed was a vast shallow dome, its walls woven 
from hardened mud, colossal reeds, and iridescent carapaces of giant 
swamp beetles. Bones from monstrous swamp beasts – ribcages that 
could shelter a man, femurs taller than Gregan – were artfully 
incorporated into the architecture, adorned with artful patterns of 
bioluminescent shells and softly pulsing mosses. The air was warm, 
humid, and smelled of damp earth, unknown aquatic blossoms, and a 
faint musky aroma that seemed to emanate from the K’thrall walking 
past them. 

Powerfully built froglike creatures the size of large hounds moved with a 
ponderous gait through the chamber. They carried flat clay tablets or 
slate stones upon their broad backs, laden with an array of K’thrall 
canapés: glistening insect larvae skewered on sharpened reeds, small, 
translucent fish served whole and still faintly twitching, and vibrant, 
gelatinous fungi that pulsed with a soft internal light. 

Vast clouds of jewel-toned beetles, iridescent moths, and tiny, buzzing 
flies seemed to coalesce and disperse in intricate patterns around 
certain K’thrall dignitaries, their collective buzzing rising and falling in a 
way that suggested a form of communication beyond human 
comprehension. Swarms of larger slower-moving insects drifted like 
docile clouds through the chamber, and Ronigren watched with 
fascination and revulsion several K’thrall Spawning-Speakers casually 
plucking insects from the air and popping them into their wide mouths. 

The K’thrall dignitaries’ naturally mottled skin was further enhanced with 
fractal patterns painted in vibrant mineral pigments. They wore elaborate 
headdresses fashioned from brightly colored swamp bird feathers, 
polished bone, and deep-water pearls. Heavy pectoral ornaments of 
gleaming shells and carved bog-wood hung upon their broad chests. In 
this subterranean world of muted earth tones and diffuse 
bioluminescence, their loud, eye-catching attire was a declaration of 
status and power, a vibrant defiance of the swamp’s natural camouflage. 



Initially, the scene was one of seemingly random, febrile activity. 
Ronigren and his delegation had settled in the shallow pool they had 
been assigned, but dignitaries still moved between pools, exchanged 
clicks and whistles, plucked snacks from the air, their movements fluid 
and amphibious. Then, without any discernible signal or call to order, all 
movement ceased. Every K’thrall dignitary settled onto low, smooth 
stone platforms arranged in concentric circles around a central, deeper 
pool from which a faint, sulfurous steam arose. An intricate unspoken 
protocol was clearly underway. 

The Shellwater scribe looked flustered and out of his depth, fumbling 
with his scrolls. Serjeant Allin stood stiffly, hand on his sword. Even 
Marta seemed momentarily taken aback. 

After a long, silent moment, one of the Silted Isle interpreters, a K’thrall 
whose skin patterns were a less flamboyant but still distinguished series 
of blues and greens, glided through the shallow water to Ronigren’s side. 

"The Spawning-Council of Xy’tharr… they will hear the Dry-Skin warrior 
first," the interpreter conveyed, their clicks soft but clear. "The one who 
leads… the Tall-One… and the Keeper of the Earth’s Key." 

Master Whisty, who as the official civilian attaché from Shellwater Bridge 
clearly considered it his diplomatic prerogative to open formal 
proceedings, made a sputtering sound of protest. "But… but the 
protocols! Surely, as the designated representative of Marquis Finchley 
and the Kingdom of Argren’s formal delegation—" 

The interpreter merely blinked its large, golden eyes at him, then turned 
back to Ronigren expectantly. 

Ronigren met Whisty’s indignant gaze with a calm, steady look, then 
nodded to the interpreter. He stepped forward, each step sending small 
splashing sounds in the silent chamber as he moved towards the centre.  

He spoke, steady and clear despite the otherworldly grandeur of the 
chamber and the hundreds of unblinking golden eyes fixed upon him.  

After his testimony, a long silence filled the vast, domed chamber, 
broken only by the hum of countless insects. The K’thrall 
Spawning-Speakers began to confer amongst themselves in a series of 
soft clicks, whistles, and subtle shifts of their skin patterns. 



The lead Speaker gestured towards a shadowed alcove at the edge of 
the council circle. From this alcove, an elderly K’thrall female slowly 
emerged, leaning heavily on a staff of polished driftwood. Her skin, 
though still capable of subtle color shifts, was faded, and her movements 
slow, deliberate.  

The interpreter’s voice was hushed, reverent. "This is Xylia-Vec. Weaver 
of the Old Songs. Mother of Zyl-Phana, 
She-Who-Walked-The-Dry-Paths." 

Xylia-Vec approached the center of the chamber, her watery gaze 
sweeping over Ronigren’s party, lingering on Sabine with an almost 
painful intensity. She began to speak, her voice a series of soft melodic 
croaks, and whistles imbued with sadness. 

"My daughter Zyl-Phana…" the interpreter translated. "She was a 
Dream-Walker. A Path-Finder. Curious. Brave. Too brave, perhaps, for 
safe waters. Twenty Dry-Skin seasons ago she journeyed north. Beyond 
our Fens. Into the Dry-Lands. Seeking old knowledge. Old connections. 
The Spawn-Songs spoke of… of Stone-Singers who once shared the 
whispers of the earth with our ancestors. Zyl-Phana… she sought to 
hear those whispers again." 

"For many moons, we heard nothing," Xylia-Vec continued, her voice 
trembling slightly. "Then… the Winged-Messengers… the Sky-Weavers 
they brought word. Zyl-Phana was returning. She spoke of finding what 
she sought. Of… of Giants who still dreamed beneath the ice. Of a great 
shadow stirring. She… she was bringing news. And… and others with 
her. She was not far from the Bleeding Marshes, on the edge of Dry-Skin 
lands." 

Xylia-Vec paused, her golden eyes clouding. "The Sky-Weavers… they 
did not return after that. Weeks passed. Then… then our bog-crawlers, 
they found a place of slaughter. Near the marshes. Dry-Skin 
wagon-things… smashed. K’thrall blood… much K’thrall blood… staining 
the earth. And…and the scent of Stone-Singers. Two of them. All gone." 

Masillius let out a choked sound, his hand tightening on Sabine’s 
shoulder. 

"Some said it was Zyl-Phana’s blood," Xylia-Vec croaked, her voice raw. 
"Some said… she had perished there, with the Stone-Singers she had 



found. But I… I refused to believe. The Deep Waters… they did not sing 
her death-song to me. For fifteen seasons… I have listened to the 
chatter of the marsh-flies, to the whispers of the reed-beds, to the 
dreams of the slumbering bog-turtles hoping for a sign. Hoping… she 
would find her way home." 

She looked directly at Sabine, her ancient, sorrowful eyes seeming to 
pierce through to the girl’s very soul. "The Tall-One… the scent of the 
Stone-Singers is strong upon you. And the time… it aligns. Could it be… 
could it be that my Zyl-Phana… she was with your parents? Trying to 
bring them and you to safety? To the wisdom of our Deep Pools?" 

The question hung in the vast, silent chamber, heavy with unspoken grief 
and hope. Sabine’s tears were streaming down her face for this elderly 
mother. 

 

*** 

 

Xylia-Vec’s testimony cast a sorrowful hush over the chamber.  

A complex, silent ballet of communication unfolded. Swarms of 
iridescent messenger insects, their wings a blur of color, zipped back 
and forth between the dignitaries, seemingly carrying intricate messages 
in their buzzing flight patterns. The hound-sized "dogtoads" lumbered 
through the shallow waters, bearing fresh, damp clay tablets to certain 
Spawning-Speakers, who would then inscribe them with swift, deft 
movements of a sharpened reed stylus before sending them off. 

Sabine found her eyes drawn to the elderly K’thrall. Xylia-Vec had 
retreated to a low stone platform near one of the warm pools, her ancient 
form slumped, her eyes closed as if in deep, sorrowful contemplation. A 
younger K’thrall female, her skin a vibrant emerald green patterned with 
intricate black swirls, approached Xylia-Vec, her movements hesitant but 
filled with a clear affection. She knelt beside the elder, offering a 
comforting touch of her webbed hand. 

The deliberation continued for what felt like an age. Finally, a hush fell 
over the Spawning-Speakers. The lead Speaker, the one whose patterns 
shifted like deep-water currents, made a series of definitive clicks. One 



of the Silted Isle interpreters, who had been observing with rapt 
attention, hurried over to Ronigren. 

"The Spawning-Council of Xy’tharr has reached a decision," the 
interpreter conveyed, his voice holding a new note of respect. "The tale 
of the Lost Weaver, Zyl-Phana, and the connection to the Tall-One… it 
weighs heavily on their… their water-hearts." 

He continued, "The Council will grant your request, Dry-Skin warrior. 
They will provide passage and guidance through the Xy’tharr Fens, 
towards the northern borders, where the Scablands begin. They say… 
the journey beyond that, into the lands where the Stone-Singers may 
dwell, is a path even their oldest bog-crawlers fear. But they will take you 
as far as their sacred waters extend." 

"The Council recognizes the shared shadow," the interpreter went on. 
"They will also dispatch… swift water-scouts… to observe the Scuttler 
routes north of Shellwater-Place, to harry their supply lines where 
possible, and to share what intelligence they gather with your Dry-Skin 
fortress. The representatives from Shellwater-Place… they will be sent 
back with these assurances, and with what swamp-goods our 
Spawning-Beds can spare in these troubled times." 

The young K’thrall female who had been comforting Xylia-Vec stepped 
forward, her emerald-green skin patterns shimmering in the 
bioluminescent glow. She addressed the Council in a series of clear, 
resolute clicks, then turned her gaze towards Ronigren’s party. 

The interpreter translated, a note of surprise in his voice. "This one… 
she is Xylia-Kai. Granddaughter of Xylia-Vec. Daughter of the Lost 
Weaver, Zyl-Phana. She… she offers herself as a guide for your party. 
To walk the paths her mother once walked. To honor her memory. And… 
and to seek what traces may remain, or perhaps… to find a closure the 
Deep Pools have not yet granted her grandmother." 

Xylia-Kai looked directly at Sabine, who saw in her a determined sorrow, 
a flicker of kinship. "The Tall-One… she seeks her past. Xylia-Kai… she 
seeks her mother’s echo. Perhaps… their paths are meant to intertwine 
in this journey towards the shadows." 



"We would be honored to have you join us, Xylia-Kai," Ronigren said 
with a respectful nod and looked back at the wide eyed expressions of 
his companions. 

And so, the bargain was struck. The Shellwater delegation would return 
with promises of aid and intelligence. Ronigren’s party, now with a new, 
determined K’thrall companion, would prepare for an even more perilous 
journey into the uncharted north, guided by the wisdom of the Deep 
Pools and the enduring hope of a grieving grandmother. 

 

*** 

 

The dying fire cast long, dancing shadows, exaggerating the lines of 
weariness on Falazar’s ancient face and the bitter resentment etched 
into Valerius’s patrician features. 

"A pawn, you call me?" Valerius finally hissed, his voice a low, 
dangerous tremor. He pushed himself up from his chair, pacing before 
the cooling hearth, his rumpled silks a stark contrast to his usually 
immaculate attire. "I, Corvin Valerius, who has guided Argren’s finances 
through three decades of prosperity, who has balanced the ledgers while 
you chased phantoms and drained the treasury with your… arcane… 
preoccupations! You dare call me a pawn?" 

Falazar remained seated, his gaze unwavering, his hands resting calmly 
on the arms of his chair. "The evidence, Corvin, is… compelling. An 
assassin with skills and allegiances far removed from our internal 
squabbles attempts to silence the King. Zha Khor silver – the currency of 
a hostile, sorcerous empire – appears in the hands of your Verranzan 
associates. A rather insidious cult, the 'Silent Architect,' gains traction 
amongst those who whisper your name with approval. These are not the 
actions of a disgruntled Argrenian noble merely seeking to regain his lost 
influence." 

"And you believe I orchestrated all this?" Valerius scoffed, a bitter laugh 
escaping him. "That I, who have dedicated my life to Argren’s stability, 
would invite the wolves of Zha Khor to our door? Or meddle with these… 
these fanatical cultists?" He ran a hand through his thinning hair. "The 
amulet my fool son paraded around… it was a gift, Falazar! A trinket 



from a Verranzan merchant, Bellardi! A bauble to sweeten a trade deal! 
Nothing more!" 

"A bauble that hummed with a rather potent, and distinctly coercive, 
magic, Corvin," Falazar leaned forward, his voice still quiet, yet carrying 
weight. "A magic that, perhaps, subtly reinforced your… existing 
proclivities. Your natural skepticism. Your resentment of the King’s 
emergency measures that threatened your carefully constructed financial 
edifices." 

Valerius stopped his pacing, his eyes narrowing. The thought that he, a 
man of such intellect and cunning, could have been manipulated, his 
own sound judgments subtly twisted by a mere object, was an 
intolerable affront to his pride. "You suggest I was… ensorcelled? By a 
piece of jewelry? Preposterous!" 

"Not ensorcelled in the crude sense of a puppet on a string, Corvin," 
Falazar clarified. "But influenced, yes. Nudged. The Entity An-Athame, 
the true power behind this encroaching darkness, rarely needs to break 
a will when it can simply bend it. It preys on existing flaws, on ambition, 
on greed, on the fear of losing what one holds dear. And you, my dear 
former Chancellor, provided such fertile ground." 

The Archmage allowed a moment for his words to sink in, watching the 
play of emotions on Valerius’s face – denial, anger, and then, a flicker of 
something else… a dawning, horrified uncertainty. This was the fissure 
Falazar sought. 

"Whether you were a willing collaborator or merely an unwitting tool, 
Corvin, the result is the same," Falazar continued, his tone hardening 
slightly. "You have become a focal point for forces that would see Argren 
torn apart from within, even as its external enemies gather. The King is 
poised to crush you, to make an example of you and your disaffected 
allies. And in doing so, he may well ignite a civil conflict that will leave 
Argren ripe for the plucking by whatever master your Verranzan friend 
Bellardi, and his Zha Khor paymasters, truly serve." 

Valerius stared at him, his composure cracking. The thought of being a 
mere puppet was a bitter draught indeed. He, who prided himself on his 
shrewdness, his ability to control and direct, had been played. 



"And what is it you want from me, Falazar?" Valerius asked, his voice 
now laced with a weary cynicism. "A confession? An abdication of all my 
remaining influence? Do you expect me to simply… trust you? You, who 
have undermined my position at every turn, who sees conspiracies in 
every shadow and ancient evils in every downturn of the market?" He 
mirrored Falazar’s earlier gesture. "Your own motives, Archmage, are 
hardly transparent. Power, influence, the ear of a pliable King… these 
are prizes you have long coveted." 

It was Falazar’s turn to quell a flare of irritation. The man’s arrogance, 
his inability to see beyond the prism of his own self-interest, was 
infuriating. "My 'motive,' Corvin, is the survival of this kingdom. A motive 
that seems to have become secondary in your own recent calculations." 

He rose slowly, his ancient frame seeming to fill the room with an 
unspoken power. "I am not here to offer you absolution or trade insults. I 
am here to offer you a choice. A very narrow, very perilous choice." 

He paused, letting the silence stretch. "You can continue down this path 
of bitter resentment and clandestine plotting. You can become the martyr 
some of your more radical allies undoubtedly wish you to be. And in 
doing so, you will hasten Argren’s ruin, and your own. Or," Falazar’s 
eyes bored into him, "you can help me unravel this conspiracy. You can 
use your considerable network, your understanding of the southern lords 
and the Verranzan merchants, to identify who is pulling Bellardi’s strings, 
who is channeling Zha Khor silver into our coffers, who is fostering this 
'Silent Architect' cult. You can help me expose the real traitors, the real 
conduits of An-Athame’s will within our borders." 

"And in return?" Valerius asked, his voice a hoarse whisper. "What 
clemency can I expect from a King who already believes me a traitor?" 

"I offer no guarantees of the King’s mercy, Corvin," Falazar said bluntly. 
"That will depend on the extent of your cooperation, and the true nature 
of your past indiscretions. What I offer is a chance. A chance to salvage 
what remains of your honor. A chance to serve Argren in a way that 
matters, rather than merely serving your wounded pride. And perhaps," 
an unreadable expression crossed Falazar’s face, "a chance to prove 
that Corvin Valerius is more than just a pawn in someone else’s game." 



This was his lifeline. Whether Valerius had the wisdom, or the 
desperation, to grasp it remained to be seen. 

 

*** 

 

The return to their semi-submerged guest grotto in Xy’tharr-Tol offered 
little comfort to Ronigren. 

He unclasped the bronze bracelet Falazar had given him, placing it 
carefully on a dry ledge of polished bog-wood. The Archmage’s warning 
about using its steadying influence sparingly echoed in his mind. And as 
always, the moment the metal left his skin, the carefully constructed dam 
of his resolve seemed to crumble. A wave of doubt, cold and vast as the 
subterranean waters that flowed through this city. 

His bold decision in Woodhall, to lead this disparate band beyond the 
edges of the known world, towards a mythical Far North in pursuit of 
legendary giants, now felt less like inspired leadership and more like… 
rash folly. The fascinating subterranean city of wonder, with its 
bioluminescent glow and its organic architecture, seemed an alien 
landscape, oppressively unfamiliar, a labyrinth for which he possessed 
no map, no coordinates, no understanding.  

He sat on the edge of his sleeping platform, his feet dangling in the 
surprisingly warm, mineral-rich water, and stared into the gloom. Was he 
just playing a part? The fearless leader, the resolute knight, pushing ever 
onward against impossible odds? Or was it a charade, a desperate 
attempt to convince himself, as much as his companions, that he knew 
what he was doing? 

Was he gambling with their lives? And for what? To chase a fading 
legend, a whisper of hope in a world consumed by a tangible, monstrous 
darkness? 

A deeper pang of guilt twisted within him. Was he running away? Fleeing 
the grim, grinding reality of Argren’s defense – the sieges, the attritional 
warfare, the slow erosion of hope – for this… this quest for glory? Was 
this pursuit of ancient Jotunai power merely a more palatable, more 
romanticized version of the duty he had sworn? Lord Marshal Tyrell, 



Captain Eghel, Sergeant Borin, the countless unnamed soldiers still 
bleeding and dying on Argren’s crumbling frontiers – they were fighting 
the real war, the immediate war. And he was here, in a city of frog-men, 
preparing to venture into an even more unknown wilderness. 

His thoughts turned to his family. His father, a minor lord struggling to 
maintain his small estate in these troubled times. His younger siblings: 
Filla, his bright, spirited sister, and young Tommen, barely old enough to 
wield a practice sword. What news reached them? Did they even know 
he was alive, after Woodhall? Shouldn't he be with them, protecting 
them, offering what little strength his house possessed to the defense of 
their own lands, instead of chasing these… these grand, illusory, 
destinies? 

The weight of it all – the responsibility, the uncertainty, the fear of failure, 
the ache of separation – pressed down on him, as heavy and suffocating 
as the humid air of the K’thrall grotto. He felt small, lost, a Dry-Skin 
knight drowning in a sea of doubts and overwhelming odds. 

He picked up the bronze bracelet, its metal cool and smooth against his 
palm. Falazar’s gift. A crutch or a tool? He didn't know anymore. But as 
he refastened it, he felt the familiar, subtle steadying of his nerves, the 
quieting of the worst of the drowning doubts. The fear didn't vanish, nor 
did the uncertainty. But the oppressive weight lessened, allowing a sliver 
of his pragmatic, soldierly resolve to reassert itself. 

The path was rash, yes. The odds were long. But the K’thrall, for their 
own reasons, had agreed to guide them. Sabine’s heritage, her amulet, 
Marta’s key, the stone Keepers – these were not illusions. They were 
tangible pieces of a puzzle that Falazar himself believed held a key to 
Argren’s survival. He had made his decision. He had committed his 
companions. And now, whatever his private fears, he had to see it 
through. For their sakes. For Argren’s. And perhaps, even for the 
memory of his own youthful dreams of what it meant to be a knight. 

He took a deep breath, the strange, sulfurous air of Xy’tharr-Tol filling his 
lungs. Tomorrow, they would venture deeper into the unknown. And he 
would lead them. Doubts and all. 



Chapter 25: The Serpent and the Sorcerer 

The silence in Corvin Valerius’s study stretched the echo of Falazar’s 
ultimatum. The disgraced Chancellor, his initial bluster deflated, paced 
again, but his steps were measured, eyes narrowed in shrewd 
calculation. The fear was still there. But fear, for a man like Valerius, was 
often a catalyst for opportunity. 

"A pawn, you say," Valerius murmured, more to himself than to the 
Archmage. He stopped before a large, ornate map of the known world, 
his fingers tracing the borders of Argren, then drifting south, towards his 
own vast, fertile estates. "Perhaps. Perhaps I have been… shortsighted. 
Misled by Verranzan flatterers and their trinkets." 

Falazar watched him. He knew this game. Valerius was not succumbing 
to remorse; he was assessing his leverage. 

To press the point, Falazar painted a stark, unvarnished picture of the 
northern frontier. He spoke of the courage of Tyrell’s men, of the 
dwindling supplies, of the very real possibility that, without a massive, 
immediate infusion of resources and a united front, Argren’s northern 
defenses would simply collapse. 

Valerius listened, his expression carefully neutral, but Falazar could see 
the calculations ticking in his eyes. The ruin of the north would eventually 
impact him. Trade would cease. Refugees would flood his lands. And if 
Argren fell… his own wealth, his own power, would turn to ashes. 

Valerius turned, a new, almost predatory gleam in his eye. "Very well, 
Archmage. You paint a compelling picture of our kingdom’s dire straits. 
And perhaps there is a path through this morass that benefits us all. Or 
at least, preserves what can be preserved." 

He steepled his fingers, the very picture of a man about to drive a hard 
bargain. "The King wishes for my cooperation? For the support of my 
considerable network of allies in the south? For access to my frozen 
assets to fund this… necessary war?" He allowed a small, mirthless 
smile. "These things have a price, Falazar. Even in the face of 
Armageddon." 

Falazar’s jaw tightened. "And what is your price, Corvin?" he asked, his 
voice dangerously soft. 



"Firstly," Valerius began, ticking points off on his fingers, "my assets. 
They are not to be seized, Archmage. They are to be considered a loan 
to the Crown. A substantial loan, naturally, to be repaid in full, with 
appropriate interest, once this unpleasantness is concluded and Argren’s 
coffers are stable once more." 

Falazar almost choked. Interest! The man was demanding interest on 
funds to save his own skin. 

"Secondly," Valerius continued, oblivious or indifferent to the Archmage’s 
simmering fury, "I will send word to my allies, to the southern lords and 
the merchant guilds. I will urge them, in the strongest possible terms, to 
support the King’s mobilization, to provide men, materiel, and 
coin. However…" He paused for dramatic effect. "This will only happen if 
His Majesty, dear King Elric, publicly and formally pardons me of any 
suspicion of treason. A full, unequivocal exoneration. My name, my 
honor, must be restored." 

Falazar felt a muscle twitch in his own cheek. 

"And thirdly," Valerius concluded, his smile now one of smug satisfaction, 
"I will, of course, resign my Chancellorship. Permanently. I will retire to 
my southern estates. I have no desire to serve a King who so readily 
suspects his most loyal servants. My expertise will be sorely missed, no 
doubt, but such is the price of this unfortunate misunderstanding." 

It was an outrageous, self-serving proposal. Yet… Falazar recognized 
the cold value of it. Valerius, even disgraced, still held immense sway in 
the south. His open support could unlock resources the King desperately 
needed. 

"You drive a hard bargain, Corvin," Falazar said, his voice as taut as a 
bowstring. "Even with a knife at your own throat, and the kingdom’s." 

"One must always negotiate from a position of strength, Archmage," 
Valerius replied smoothly. "First rule of commerce. And politics." 

Falazar knew he had little choice. He would have to present 
this arrangement to the King. Elric would be furious, but he too was a 
pragmatist when pushed. "Very well, Valerius," Falazar conceded, the 
words tasting like ash. "I will convey your terms to His Majesty. But know 
this. If there is any hint of duplicity, any sign that your 'cooperation' is 



less than absolute, the consequences will be far more permanent than a 
mere loss of title." 

As Falazar turned to leave, the Archmage paused at the door, then 
slowly turned back. He raised a hand, his eyes blazing with a cold, 
ancient light. 

"Before I go, Corvin," he said, his voice echoing off otherworldly 
geometries, "allow me to offer you a parting gift. A glimpse of the 
'unpleasantness' you barter over." 

He extended his will through the Weave, drawing upon the reports of his 
ravens, the slaughter at Overwatch Pass, the terrors on the Fen’s Edge. 
He simply… showed him. 

Vivid images flooded Corvin Valerius’s mind: the terrified screams of 
dying soldiers, the monstrous forms of Stone-Skin ogres smashing 
through shield walls, the hollow eyes of undead Argrenians shambling 
forward, the stench of blood and burning villages, the crushing despair of 
those fleeing for their lives. It was a brutal torrent of unfiltered horror, a 
glimpse into the very heart of the nightmare consuming the north. 

Valerius staggered back clutching his head, a strangled cry escaping his 
lips. The smugness vanished from his face, replaced by ashen terror. 
The images faded, leaving him trembling, gasping for breath, the fine 
wine in his goblet sloshing unheeded to the carpet. 

Falazar watched him for a moment, his expression unreadable. 
"Consider that, former Chancellor," he said softly, "when you calculate 
your interest rates." 

The Archmage vanished, leaving Corvin Valerius alone in his opulent 
study, the ghosts of the northern slaughter now carved deep into his 
mind. 

 

*** 

 

The days following the K’thrall Spawning-Council’s decision were a flurry 
of preparation within the Sunken City of Xy’tharr-Tol. While Ronigren and 
the Shellwater delegation finalized the diplomatic niceties of their 



departure and the promised K’thrall aid to the north, the party found 
themselves subject to a rather unique outfitting process. 

Xylia-Kai, their new K’thrall guide, daughter of the Lost Weaver, 
Zyl-Phana, took charge of this with practical efficiency. Her own attire 
was a marvel of swamp adaptation: a close-fitting jerkin of what looked 
like treated giant eel skin, supple yet incredibly tough; leggings woven 
from fine, waterproof reeds; and a harness adorned with an array of 
polished bone tools, obsidian-edged knives, and small, gourd-like 
pouches containing unknown substances. 

"Dry-Skin clothes… no good… for Deep Fens," Xylia-Kai conveyed, her 
pidgin a soft mix of clicks, whistles and Argrenian, likely learned from her 
adventurous mother. "Too heavy. Hold water. Snag on thorns. Attract… 
biting-things." She eyed their worn leather, wool, and Artholan’s 
increasingly mildewed velvet robes with an expression that was clearly 
K’thrall for "utterly impractical." 

They were led to a series of workshops within the organic, glowing 
architecture of Xy’tharr-Tol. The first order of business was clothing. 
They were divested of their familiar Argrenian garments and presented 
with K’thrall equivalents.  

The material was a revelation. A blend of incredibly strong, flexible 
swamp reed fibers, treated with iridescent fish scales for waterproofing, 
reinforced at stress points with cured sections of giant water-beetle 
carapace. The garments were lightweight and surprisingly 
comfortable—once one got used to the slimy feel of the fish-scale 
treatment, and offered excellent camouflage in muted greens, browns, 
and greys. 

Sabine found her new K’thrall gear surprisingly liberating. Tailored to her 
impressive height, it allowed for a freedom of movement her Argrenian 
clothes had always restricted. The supple, eel-skin-like vest felt like a 
second skin, and the reed leggings were both tough and breathable. She 
felt less like an awkward giantess and more like… a capable warrior of 
the fens. 

Their footwear was equally ingenious: sandals with broad, webbed soles 
made from cured giant frog hide, providing excellent traction on slippery 



mud and submerged stones, and high, waterproof gaiters woven from 
tightly plaited marsh grasses. 

Equipment, too, was adapted. Their steel weapons were carefully oiled 
and wrapped in waterproof sheaths of treated fish-skin. They were 
provided with K’thrall "glow-stones" – small, smooth river pebbles 
imbued with a permanent, soft bioluminescence – to replace their 
sputtering torches in the damp environment. They received waterproof 
pouches made from inflated fish bladders, and ropes woven from 
incredibly strong, yet lightweight, spider-silk harvested from colossal 
swamp spiders, a fact Myanaa found fascinating and Gregan deeply 
unsettling. 

Myanaa engaged Xylia-Kai in animated conversations in a mix of 
gestures and pidgin, learning about the properties of different reeds, the 
uses of various swamp saps, and the K’thrall’s symbiotic relationship 
with certain luminous fungi and insects. 

Only Ruthiel politely declined the K’thrall attire, their own twilight-hued 
elven silks and leathers seeming to possess an inherent resistance to 
damp and mildew, a subtle magic woven into their very threads. They 
observed the outfitting process with their usual serene, enigmatic smile, 
a timeless figure amidst the flurry of amphibious adaptation. 

The process was not without its humorous and awkward moments. 
Gregan trying to squeeze his considerable girth into a pair of snug reed 
breeches, Artholan’s horrified reaction to being offered a "nutritious and 
water-repellent" salve made from rendered bog-slug fat, Masillius 
attempting to negotiate a bulk discount on glow-stones (old habits died 
hard), and Sabine trying to explain to a confused K’thrall tailor that yes, 
her arms really were that long. 

Sabine couldn’t help but smile as she stood by Xylia’s side, looking at 
the perplexed expressions on her father and Sir Ronigren’s face, and the 
histerical sight of Artholan in close fitting eel-skin gear. Ready or not, it 
was time to frog-march through the swamps. 

*** 

Three days they had journeyed, deeper into the labyrinthine heart of the 
Xy’tharr Fens, guided by the silent, sure movements of Xylia-Kai. The 
Sunken City was now a distant memory, replaced by endless murky 



waterways, towering reed beds, and gnarled, moss-draped swamp trees 
with roots clawing at the stagnant water like skeletal hands. The air was 
alive with the buzz of insects and the constant thrum of hidden life. 

The mood of the party, once buoyed by the K’thrall’s unexpected aid, 
grew increasingly somber as the sheer, oppressive otherness of the 
Fens seeped into their bones. They were approaching the edge of 
Xy’tharr territory; beyond lay lands even their amphibian guide spoke of 
with a hushed reverence and a touch of fear. 

Myanaa noticed Gregan’s discomfort, the way his hand kept straying to 
the hilt of his axe. During a brief stop on a relatively dry tussock of land, 
she offered him a small, intricately woven reed charm. 

"The Swamp-Spirits are… watchful, Corporal," she said softly, "But they 
respect those who walk with a quiet heart. This… it may offer some 
small comfort. It carries the scent of calm waters." 

Gregan looked at the small charm, then at Myanaa’s earnest face. He 
grunted less dismissively than usual, and tucked it into his belt pouch. 
"Appreciated, lass," he mumbled, not quite meeting her eye. 

Finn pointed towards a cluster of brightly colored fungi clinging to a 
rotting log. "Those, Master Mage," he said, his voice low and calm, "the 
K’thrall use their spores. Ground fine. A powerful… paralytic, if prepared 
wrong. But also, Xylia-Kai says, a component in their strongest 
waterproofing resins. Nature’s balance, eh?" 

Artholan, startled by the direct address, peered at the fungi with a flicker 
of his old academic interest, momentarily distracted from his discomfort. 
"Indeed? Fascinating. The toxicological and alchemical bifurcations of 
fungal compounds are a sadly under-researched field in Argrenian 
scholarship." 

Sabine, meanwhile, found herself increasingly drawn to Xylia-Kai. The 
young K’thrall warrior moved through the swamp with an effortless 
grace, navigating purposefully in its hidden paths. As they navigated a 
particularly dense thicket of mangrove-like trees whose roots formed a 
tangled submerged maze, Sabine, poling her own small skiff clumsily, 
spoke. 



"Your mother, Zyl-Phana," Sabine said, her voice hesitant. "She traveled 
far. Like my parents. Did she… did she ever speak of what it was like? 
To leave the Fens? To walk in the Dry-Lands?" 

Xylia-Kai, her golden eyes thoughtful, paused in her poling. "Mother. She 
loved… the song of the Deep Waters," she clicked and whistled softly. 
"But she also yearned for the whisper of the High Winds, the scent of the 
Sun-Baked Earth. She said the world was a great, tangled root-system, 
Sabine. All parts connected, even if they seemed different. She sought 
to understand this connections. The Dry-Skin ways, the Stone-Singer 
echoes…" 

Sabine nodded, "I… I sometimes feel like that too. Like I don’t quite 
belong anywhere. Like there are places out there I need to see, I need to 
search for.” 

Xylia-Kai looked at her. "Belonging is not always a place. Sometimes… it 
is a path. A journey. My mother, she believed her path was to weave the 
old songs with the new. Perhaps that is your path too." 

Ahead of them, Xylia-Kai gestured with her pole towards a distant, hazy 
expanse where the swamp seemed to thin, giving way to a vast, flat 
wetland shrouded in a perpetual, shimmering mist. "Tomorrow we reach 
the edge of Xy’tharr lands. Beyond lies the K’Tahn’Corr. The Sorrow 
Marshes. A place of old griefs. And many unseen dangers. We must be 
very watchful there." 

The vibrant greens and blues of Xylia-Kai’s homeland faded into a 
palette of muted greys, sickly ochres, and stagnant browns. The air grew 
colder, carrying the suffucating scent of ancient rot. The playful chorus of 
swamp life was replaced by silence, broken only by the drip of water 
from hunched trees and the occasional mournful sigh of wind through 
the desolate reed beds. 

This was a land steeped in ancient grief. A vast, ill-defined marsh 
straddling the borders of several K’thrall nations, a place most living 
creatures shunned. Legends whispered it to be the site of forgotten, 
cataclysmic battles from the dawn of time, where countless lives had 
been lost, their unquiet spirits forever bound to the sucking mud and fetid 
waters. 



Xylia-Kai had chosen this route to bypass the territories of rival K’thrall 
Spawning-Beds to the east, factions whose tolerance for Dry-Skins, let 
alone a descendant of the Stone-Singers, was likely non-existent. 

Finn, his senses stretched taut by Falazar’s bracers, became their 
unwilling sentinel of dread. He saw things. Or, rather, he glimpsed things. 
Fleeting movements in the far distance, deep within the impenetrable 
reed beds or amongst the skeletal silhouettes of drowned forests. Feral, 
hunched shapes, scuttling through the mire with an unnatural speed. He 
could not discern their true nature – were they degenerate, half-mad 
K’thrall outcasts? A forgotten, swamp-dwelling breed of goblin? Or 
something else entirely, born of the marsh’s ancient sorrow and despair? 
They never came close, never offered a clear target, merely stalked 
them from afar, unseen eyes in the oppressive gloom, a constant, 
unnerving presence. 

Days blurred into a monotonous cycle of poling through murky, stagnant 
channels, making camps on precarious mudflats, and enduring the 
soul-crushing wrongness of the K’Tahn’Corr. The shimmering mist clung 
perpetually to the horizon, obscuring distance, distorting shapes, playing 
tricks on weary eyes. 

One evening, as they huddled around a smokeless, magically-kindled 
fire that offered little warmth against the pervading chill, Ronigren looked 
at his companions. Their faces were gaunt, their eyes hollow. The easy 
camaraderie of the Xy’tharr Fens was gone, replaced by an unspoken 
dread. He knew they couldn't endure this place for much longer. They 
had to find a way through, and soon. 

 



Chapter 26: Coils of Despair 

 

The defiant flicker of warmth of the campfire did little to dispel the 
bone-deep chill that clung to Ronigren’s party. They had made camp on 
a small, relatively solid islet of packed earth and gnarled roots. Murky 
water lapped at its edges with ever changing squelching sounds. The 
silence and the scent of decay seemed to swallow their thoughts. 

After a meager meal of dried rations most of the party succumbed to an 
uneasy slumber. The K’Tahn’Corr, with its unseen watchers and its 
festering ancient grief had drained them more than any physical 
exertion. 

Ronigren and Sabine found sleep elusive. They volunteered for the first 
watch, positioning themselves near the edge of the islet, their backs to 
the flickering fire, watching the impenetrable darkness that surrounded 
them. 

They sat in a companionable silence for a while, broken only by the sigh 
of the wind through the skeletal trees and the distant, mournful cry of 
some unknown night bird. 

"Can’t sleep or won’t sleep?" Ronigren finally asked, his voice low. 

Sabine shook her head, her tall silhouette outlined against the faint, 
swamp-gas luminescence that sometimes shimmered over the distant 
waters. "Too much… quiet. It feels louder than any battle, somehow." 
She sat down and hugged her knees to her chest. "Back in Millford, if I 
couldn't sleep, I’d climb the old Watcher’s Oak by the river. You could 
see the stars so clearly from up there. Made everything feel… smaller. 
Simpler. It would calm me down. So much so that I’d have to be careful 
not to nod off and fall off the tree." She offered with a strained smile. 

Ronigren nodded in understanding. "See, I used to patrol the northern 
borders near the Whisperwind Peaks. On clear nights, the stars looked 
close enough to touch. I felt alone, but not lonely. Just… part of 
something. Something vast and ancient. Reassuring, in a way." He 
paused, then, surprisingly, found himself adding, "My father… he wanted 
me to be a scholar. Or a courtier. Sent me to the Academy in Kingstead. 
Hated every moment of it. All I ever wanted was a sword in my hand and 
the wind at my back. Be careful what you wish for, huh?" 



Sabine looked at him, surprised by this glimpse into his past. Sir 
Ronigren of Varden was the steadfast leader, the brave knight who had 
faced goblins and stone guardians, who made difficult decisions with a 
calm assurance she deeply envied. "You don't seem like you hated it," 
she said. "You must have been a good student. You always seem to 
know what to do." 

Ronigren let out a short, humorless laugh. "Appearances can be 
deceiving, Sabine. Most of the time, I’m just choosing the least terrible 
option, and hoping it doesn't get us all killed." He turned to her. "You, on 
the other hand… you seem to face every new terror, every strange 
revelation, with a kind of fearless curiosity. Even when that arrow struck 
you in Woodhall, you were more angry than afraid." 

It was Sabine’s turn to look surprised. Fearless? She, who had spent 
half her life feeling like an awkward, oversized outsider, who was 
currently terrified of the oppressive silence and the unseen things lurking 
in this cursed swamp? "I just don’t like being helpless, Sir Ronigren. And 
I suppose… I’ve always been a bit too curious for my own good. Father 
always said it would get me into trouble." A shadow crossed her face as 
she thought of Masillius, sleeping fitfully nearby. "He… he worries so 
much. I wish I could be as strong, as sure of myself, as he thinks I am. 
Or as you are." 

Unseen by them, as the fire dwindled and the deep, rhythmic breathing 
of their sleeping companions filled the small islet, a foul creature was 
stirring. From the murky, stagnant water at the edge of their camp, a 
thick, dark vine, glistening with an unhealthy sheen and covered in a 
fine, almost invisible moss, began to uncoil. It moved with a silent, 
serpentine grace, an extension of the swamp’s own malevolent torpor. 

It slithered towards the sleeping forms, its tip quivering as if tasting the 
air. It bypassed Ronigren and Sabine, creeping towards the deeper 
sleepers. 

The vine touched Gregan’s exposed hand. The corporal, lost in dreams 
of sunnier, happier days in Woodhall, merely twitched, a faint smile on 
his lips. The moss on the vine released a fine, almost invisible, 
shimmering powder. Gregan’s smile deepened, and his breathing grew 
heavier. 



The vine continued its insidious work, coiling gently around Masillius’s 
ankle, then Artholan’s wrist, reaching for Myanaa, Marta, Finn, even Snik 
and Xylia-Kai where they slept. With each touch, the same shimmering 
powder, accompanied by faint, troubled murmurs. 

While Ronigren and Sabine shared their quiet confidences, oblivious, the 
insidious vine continued its silent work. The fine, shimmering powder it 
released settled upon the sleeping forms, drawing them deeper and 
deeper into a venomous, unnatural slumber. And in that slumber, the 
true horror began. 

He was back in Millford, but the town was… wrong. The familiar cottages 
were dilapidated, their windows like vacant, staring eyes. The Verdant 
River, usually so clear and life-giving, flowed thick and black, like 
congealed blood. An unnatural silence hung over everything, broken 
only by a faint, incessant whimpering, a sound that clawed at his heart. 

He searched frantically for Sabine. "Sabine! Sabine, where are you, 
child?" His voice was a choked whisper, swallowed by the oppressive 
stillness. He ran through the deserted streets, his boots kicking up 
clouds of choking, grey dust. 

He found her in the market square, a tiny, fragile babe again, the same 
lost, petrified infant he had found in the wreckage of the carriage all 
those years ago. She was alone, huddled in a basket woven from thorny, 
black vines, and the whimpering was coming from her. Her small face 
was contorted in a silent scream, her eyes wide with unutterable terror. 

He reached for her, desperate to comfort her, to shield her, but his hands 
passed right through her, as if she were made of smoke. He tried again 
and again, his frustration mounting to a frantic, helpless agony. He could 
see her suffering, hear her silent cries, but he could not touch her, could 
not save her. The black vines from the basket began to writhe, to grow, 
coiling around the infant Sabine, drawing her down, down into the black, 
viscous earth of the market square. 

"No!" he screamed, or tried to. But no sound came. He was trapped, a 
helpless spectator, unable to protect his beloved daughter from a world 
intent on devouring her. 

The last thing he saw before the darkness consumed him was Sabine’s 
tiny hand, reaching for him, her eyes filled with accusatory sorrow. 



 

He was in The Weary Axe in Lastwall, the familiar stench of stale ale and 
woodsmoke filling his nostrils. But the tavern was empty, save for one 
figure seated at his usual table: Silla, his ex-wife, her face young and 
beautiful as he remembered it from their first meeting in Glencross, but 
her eyes… her eyes were cold, filled with an icy contempt. 

"You always were a disappointment, Gregan," she said, her voice a 
venomous whisper that cut deeper than any blade. "A drunken, gambling 
lout. Always running away. Running from responsibility. Running from 
me." 

The tavern walls began to melt, to flow like muddy water, and he was 
back in Oakhaven, amidst the burning ruins, the screams of the dying 
echoing in his ears. He saw the faces of the villagers he had failed to 
save, their eyes accusing, their spectral hands reaching for him. He tried 
to swing his axe, but it was impossibly heavy, rooted to the ground. He 
was a coward, a failure, his bravado a hollow sham. 

Then the scene shifted again. He was in a vast, opulent gambling den, 
far grander than any he had ever frequented. The stakes were 
impossibly high, mountains of gold and glittering jewels piled on the 
table. But the other players…  They were Stone-Skins, Drinkers-of-Fear, 
their off-white eyes gleaming with a cruel amusement. And the cards 
they dealt were but shards of bone, inscribed with screaming faces. 

He tried to fold, to run, but his hands were fused to the table. He was 
forced to play, forced to lose everything. His coin, his honor, his very 
soul. With each lost hand, Silla’s contemptuous laughter echoed louder, 
mingling with the triumphant roars of the ogres. 

"See, Gregor?" her voice whispered in his ear. "You lose everything. You 
always lose everything. You’re nothing but a broken, drunken fool, good 
for nothing but disappointing those who cared for you." 

He wanted to scream, to fight, to prove her wrong, but a crushing 
despair settled upon him. He was trapped, his will sapped, his spirit 
broken, drowning in a sea of his own failures and regrets. 

 



The nightmare vine tightened its coils, its mossy surface pulsing faintly 
with each stolen dream, each harvested fear. The sleeping forms of 
Masillius, Gregan, and the others twitched and moaned, their faces 
contorted in silent agony, their minds ensnared in personalized hells 
crafted from their deepest fears. 

 

*** 

 

The quiet murmur of Ronigren and Sabine’s conversation was abruptly 
punctuated by a different sound, soft but distinct, from the heart of their 
sleeping camp. A faint, contented "mmrrrp," followed by a rustling, as if 
something were nestling deeper into a comfortable bed. 

Ronigren tensed, his hand instinctively going to his sword. "What was 
that?" 

Sabine peered into the dimness around the dying fire. And then she saw 
him. Monty. The black cat had somehow materialized in the very center 
of their sleeping companions, curled into a perfect, furry circle, his paws 
twitching, his whiskers quivering. He was making those little dreaming 
cat sounds – soft whimpers, tiny growls, the occasional flick of an ear – 
as if chasing phantom mice in his sleep. And, most bizarrely, several 
thick, dark, mossy vines emanating from the swamp’s edge were loosely 
coiled around him. Monty, however, seemed entirely unperturbed by their 
embrace, his slumber deep and apparently untroubled. 

"Monty?" Sabine whispered, a mixture of exasperation and worry in her 
voice. "What are you doing, you silly thing? You’ll get tangled!" 

She rose quietly and tiptoed closer, Ronigren following, his senses on 
high alert. As Sabine knelt beside the sleeping cat, she reached out a 
hesitant hand to gently nudge him, to try and disentangle him from the 
strange vines. 

"Monty, wake up," she murmured, stroking his soft fur. "This isn't a good 
place for a nap." 

At her touch Monty let out a particularly loud, vibrating purr, then 
stretched languidly, his claws extending and retracting. The nightmare 
vines seemed to… hesitate. As the cat stretched, the coils around him 



loosened, reluctantly began to recede, slithering back towards the 
swamp’s edge as if repelled by some unseen force. 

With a final, luxurious stretch that seemed to encompass his entire 
being, Monty opened his yellow eyes, blinked once at Sabine as if mildly 
surprised to find her there, then gave a flick of his tail, hopped gracefully 
to his feet, and with a soft "mrrrp" of apparent satisfaction, trotted off into 
the darkness beyond the firelight, disappearing as silently and 
mysteriously as he had arrived. 

Sabine stared after him, bewildered. "Well, that was… odd. Even for 
him." 

It was only then, as her eyes adjusted to the dimness, that she saw 
them. The strands of dark, mossy vine creeping insidiously towards their 
sleeping companions, already loosely encircling Gregan’s leg, Masillius’s 
arm, even beginning to snake up towards Snik’s small, huddled form. 

"Ronigren!" she gasped, pointing. "Look!" 

Ronigren followed her gaze, his blood running cold as he saw the same 
type of vine that had seemed to harmlessly envelop the cat. Masillius’s 
brow was furrowed in anguish, a silent tear tracing a path through the 
grime on his cheek. Gregan’s features were contorted in a grimace of 
fear, his lips moving in a soundless snarl. Even Finn was muttering in his 
sleep, his hands clenching and unclenching. 

A low groan escaped from Ruthiel’s pallet. The Elf was stirring, their 
movements sluggish, their eyelids fluttering with a tremendous effort. 
Their usually serene face was tight with strain, battling some unseen 
torment. "The… the dream-thorns…" Ruthiel managed to whisper, their 
voice a dry rasp. "They… they feed on… despair…" 

The others remained lost in their deep, nightmare-haunted slumber, 
oblivious to the insidious tendrils of the Sorrow Marshes tightening their 
grip. 

The sight of their companions ensnared, their faces masks of torment, 
spurred Ronigren and Sabine into action. The dark mossy vines which 
had seemed innocuous enough when coiled around Monty, now 
revealed their insidious nature, clinging to the sleepers with a tenacious 
parasitic grip. 



Ronigren drew his sword, polished steel gleaming faintly in the swamp’s 
gloom. He tried to sever a vine tightening around Gregan’s throat, but it 
was too intricately entwined, too close to the corporal’s flesh. A 
misjudged blow could be fatal. 

Frustration and fear warred within him. He remembered Falazar’s 
words: “It will steady your hand… and perhaps, more importantly, your 
resolve.” He focused on the bronze bracelet, drawing on its subtle, 
calming influence. His breathing evened, his racing thoughts slowed. He 
couldn’t hack wildly. He needed precision. With infinite care, his hand 
now steady, he began to work, unraveling, gently prying the tendrils 
loose, his blade a surgeon’s scalpel rather than a weapon of war. Each 
loosened coil revealed skin beneath that was pale, clammy etched with 
faint lines of the vine’s passage. 

Sabine rushed to her father’s side. Masillius was deeply ensnared, the 
vines coiling around his thick neck, constricting his breathing. His face 
was a contorted mask of agony, faint whimpers escaping his lips. He 
was trapped, helpless. 

"Father!" she cried in tears and fury. She tugged at a thick vine wrapped 
around his chest, but it was like trying to tear iron. Panic clawed at her. 
She wouldn’t lose him. She couldn’t. 

Sabine wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and braced herself, her 
powerful legs finding purchase on the muddy islet. She wrapped her 
hands around the constricting tendrils, and pulled. 

An energy she hadn’t known she possessed surged through her. Her 
muscles strained and bunched with an almost explosive force. For a 
fleeting moment, an image flashed in her mind: Masillius, his face etched 
with concern and love, lifting her, a tiny, petrified babe, from the 
wreckage of a shattered carriage, his strong arms her only salvation. 
Now, it was her turn. 

With a guttural cry more animal than human, a sound torn from the very 
depths of her being, Sabine heaved. The iron-tough vines groaned, 
stretched, then, with a series of sickening, tearing snaps, they broke, 
ripped apart by the sheer, burgeoning strength of the giant’s descendant. 
She lifted her father, heavy as he was, as if he were no more than a 
child, freeing him from the nightmare’s crushing embrace, laying him 



gently on a clearer patch of ground. His breathing was shallow, his face 
contorted, but he was free of the physical coils. 

Ruthiel, visibly weakened by the psychic assault, was also fighting back. 
Their usually serene face was pale and drawn, sweat beading on their 
brow. Their slender fingers moved in precise patterns, weaving a 
counter-spell. Soft, silver light emanated from their hands, tracing the 
paths of the nightmare vines that coiled around their own limbs. Where 
the light touched, the vines seemed to recoil, to wither, their dark vitality 
slowly, painstakingly, being unraveled by the Elf’s waning sorcery.  

Ronigren, witnessing Sabine’s incredible feat of strength, felt a surge of 
awe and renewed hope. He redoubled his own efforts, his steady hand 
now working with even greater urgency to free the others from their 
individual green prisons. 

The last of the nightmare vines around Masillius fell away, torn and 
broken by Sabine’s incredible strength.  

For a moment she just stared at him, her chest heaving, the adrenaline 
that had fueled her impossible feat rapidly draining away, leaving her 
trembling and hollow. Her father. Her rock. The constant, unwavering 
presence in her life. She had seen him helpless, ensnared, almost… 
gone. The fragility of the lives she held dear crashed down upon her like 
an anvil. 

The strength and resolve that had animated her moments before 
crumbled. A sob, raw and ragged, tore from her throat. Then another. 
She sank to her knees beside her unconscious father, her massive 
frame now looking almost childlike in its vulnerability. Great, gulping sobs 
wracked her body, tears streaming down her face, mingling with the mud 
and grime of their desperate struggle. She wasn't a giant’s descendant 
with burgeoning powers; she was just a terrified fifteen-year-old girl who 
had come terrifyingly close to losing the only parent she had ever known. 

Ronigren, having just finished carefully disentangling a particularly 
insidious tendril from around Myanaa’s throat, his own hands shaking 
despite the bracelet, turned at the sound of Sabine’s heartbroken cries. 
He saw her there, kneeling in the mud, her shoulders shaking, her face 
buried in her hands, the very picture of youthful despair. It was a stark, 
disarming sight. This was the girl who had faced down goblins with a 



fierce bravery, who had offered Snik an unlikely friendship, who had just 
ripped apart magical vines with a strength that defied belief. And now, 
she was broken. 

He had seen men break in battle, seen them succumb to fear or grief. 
But this raw, unfiltered sorrow from someone so young… it struck a 
chord deep within his own weary, hardened soul. He had been so 
focused on the physical threat, on the tactical necessities, that he had 
almost forgotten the toll this accursed swamp, this endless peril, was 
taking on them all, especially on her. 

He moved to her side, kneeling beside her in the damp earth. He wasn't 
sure what comfort he could offer. He was a soldier, a knight, trained in 
warfare, not in mending shattered spirits. 

"Sabine," he said hoarsely, his voice rougher than he intended. "Sabine, 
he’s free. You freed him. He’s alive." 

She looked up at him, her blue eyes, usually so bright and curious, now 
red-rimmed and filled with a childish terror. "But… but what if… what if 
he doesn’t wake up, Ronigren? What if they’re all lost?" Her voice 
hitched. "I… I couldn’t bear it." 

Ronigren felt an overwhelming weariness. He was tired. Gods, he was 
so tired. Tired of fighting, tired of leading, tired of being strong when all 
he felt was the gnawing ache of uncertainty. But looking at Sabine he 
knew he couldn’t succumb. Not now. She needed him. They all needed 
him. 

He placed a hesitant hand on her shaking shoulder. "He will wake up, 
Sabine. They all will. We’ll make sure of it." His voice, to his own 
surprise, sounded more confident than he felt. "But we can’t do it if you 
fall apart now. Look around you." He gestured towards the still-ensnared 
forms of Gregan, Artholan, Marta, and the others. "They need you too. 
They need your strength. Not just the strength in your arms, Sabine, but 
the strength in here." He tapped his own chest. "The strength that made 
you fight for your father. The strength that made you stand up for Snik." 

He took a deep breath. "This swamp… it feeds on despair. That’s what 
Ruthiel said. We can’t let it win. Not now. We need to be strong for them, 
until they can be strong for themselves again." He met her tear-filled 
eyes, his own gaze holding a gentle firmness. "I know you’re scared. 



Gods know, I am too. But we have to pull them back. Together. Can you 
do that, Sabine? Can you help me save our friends?" 

Sabine stared at him, her sobs slowly subsiding. His words, his 
unexpected gentleness, the shared admission of fear – it was like a 
steadying hand in the midst of her turmoil. He wasn't just a knight, a 
leader; he was… a comrade. Someone who understood, perhaps, a little 
of the weight she carried. 

She wiped her eyes, leaving a muddy streak across her cheek. A small, 
shaky breath escaped her. "Yes," she whispered, her voice still thick with 
tears, but a flicker of her old resolve returning to her eyes. "Yes, Sir. I 
can help." 

*** 

 Ruthiel, though still severely debilitated and pale, began to work their 
subtle, ancient magic on their freed companions. A faint, silver light, like 
captured starlight, emanated from their fingertips, tracing ephemeral 
symbols over brows and chests. The Elf’s efforts were silent, arduous, 
their brow furrowed in intense concentration, their lips moving in a barely 
audible, melodic whisper that was both a lament and a prayer. 

Ronigren and Sabine set upon the grueling task of freeing the remaining 
ensnared companions. Artholan, Myanaa, Finn, and Snik still lay in the 
grip of the nightmare vine, faces contorted in silent anguish, their bodies 
bound by the ghastly coils. Ronigren worked with a grim determination, 
carefully unraveling the most intricate tangles. Sabine, though her arm 
still throbbed, pulled with all her strength, ripping apart the thicker, more 
resistant strands that refused to loosen, raging at the swamp’s insidious 
cruelty with increasingly hoarse screams. 

As Ronigren carefully uncoiled a vine from around Artholan’s chest, a 
flash of pure terror seared his mind. He saw a vast, indifferent 
emptiness, a void where logic and order dissolved into formless chaos. 
He glimpsed towering, incomprehensible geometries shifting in the 
darkness, a universe where the Weave itself was being unmade, its 
threads dissolving into nothingness, leaving behind only absolute, silent 
nothingness. It was the nightmare of a structured, academic mind, a 
terror of ultimate entropy, the very negation of existence and meaning. 
Ronigren recoiled, a cold sweat breaking out on his skin, the horror of 



metaphysical annihilation chilling him to the bone. He shook his head, 
trying to clear the lingering dread, to focus on the task at hand. 

Sabine, tearing at a particularly thick tendril around Finn’s leg, tasted an 
icy loneliness. Endless desolate plains stretched to a horizon cloaked in 
a perpetual, freezing mist. She felt the gnawing emptiness of solitude, of 
being the last living thing in a world that had forgotten warmth, 
connection, or meaning. It was the despair born of ultimate isolation. A 
sob caught in her throat. She gripped the vine tighter, pushing back the 
despair, forcing her will against the insidious chill. 

Slowly, painstakingly, one by one, their companions were freed. Their 
bodies lay still, their breathing shallow, but the constricting grip of the 
nightmare vine was broken. Ruthiel, trembling with exhaustion, drew a 
deep breath, and with a final, desperate surge of silver light, completed 
their work. The air seemed to shimmer, and the oppressive psychic 
weight that had saturated the islet lifted, leaving behind only the damp 
chill and the distant sounds of the marsh. 

 

Ronigren and Sabine slumped against the gnarled roots of a skeletal 
swamp tree, watching the still forms of their companions. Ruthiel, their 
usually luminous skin now a dull, ashen grey, lay nearby, breathing 
shallowly. 

The first stirring came from Myanaa. Her raven companions, who had 
huddled together on a low branch throughout the ordeal, their feathers 
ruffled, their usual sharp caws replaced by anxious croaks, descended. 
One hopped onto Myanaa’s chest, nudging her cheek with its beak, 
letting out a soft, questioning "craw." 

Myanaa’s eyelids fluttered, then opened. Her eyes were clouded, 
unfocused, reflecting a deep, visceral horror. She gasped, a raw, broken 
sound, and sat bolt upright, her hands instinctively flying to her willow 
circlet. "The… the dying…" she whispered, her voice hoarse. "So 
much… dying… the earth… it weeps blood…" She looked around, her 
gaze slowly clearing, focusing on Ronigren, then Sabine, then the still 
forms of the others. 

Next to awaken was Marta. She sat up slowly, her small, frail body 
trembling, her gnarled hands clutching the iron key that lay cool against 



her chest. Her eyes, when they opened, were filled with the stark, 
unblinking clarity of a nightmare relived. She spoke of the smoking ruins 
of Oakhaven, the contorted, lifeless faces of her grandson, of Old Herb, 
of Brenn and his wife, their accusatory gazes fixed upon her. A single, 
silent tear traced a path down her weathered cheek. She had stared into 
a past that the Sorrow Marshes had so cruelly resurrected, the weight of 
her lost home, her lost kin, settling upon her once more. 

Snik woke with a terrified, high-pitched yelp, scrambling backwards, his 
golden eyes wide. He found himself surrounded by the looming shapes 
of humans, and flinched as if expecting a blow. Then, his gaze fell upon 
Sabine, who was now kneeling beside her still-unconscious father, her 
shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Slowly, cautiously, he crept towards 
her, a small green shadow offering what comfort he could. 

Ronigren felt hollowed out, scoured clean by the night’s ordeal. He 
fumbled in his pouch and drew out one of the small, potent ampoules of 
K’thrall liquor that Xylia-Kai had given them. He uncorked it with a 
trembling hand, the fiery, swamp-gas aroma stinging his nostrils. He took 
a long, burning swallow, a fleeting, illusory warmth against the pervading 
chill. 

Xylia-Kai approached him. "Dry-Skin Knight…" she clicked softly, her 
golden eyes filled with remorse. "This place… K’Tahn’Corr… it is more 
venomous than even our oldest Spawn-Songs warned. I led you into this 
peril. My water-heart… it is heavy with regret." 

Ronigren looked at the young K’thrall warrior, at her distress. He 
managed a weary shake of his head. "It was not your fault, Xylia-Kai. 
This land… it holds an ancient malice. We all knew the risks." But his 
words felt hollow, even to himself. 

Sabine’s voice reached him, a broken lament. "Father… please, Father, 
wake up," she pleaded, her voice a broken whisper. "Don’t… don’t leave 
me too. Please."  

 



Chapter 27: The Weight of a Shared Dawn 

The sickly grey light of the Sorrow Marshes dawn did little to lift the 
oppressive weight that had settled upon the beleaguered party. Snik 
huddled close to Sabine, who still knelt beside her unconscious father, 
her earlier ragged sobs now quieted to exhaustion. 

Ronigren watched Xylia-Kai. The young K’thrall warrior looked… 
diminished. Her vibrant emerald skin a shade paler, her golden eyes 
clouded with shame. She had led them into this place of psychic venom, 
and the guilt clearly weighed heavily upon her. 

In her webbed hands, she held a necklace, a deceptively simple thing: a 
single tear-drop shaped gem, clear, smooth and radiating a faint internal 
luminescence, suspended on a cord like spun moonlight. 

"Sir Ronigren," Xylia-Kai began, "The Spawning-Council gifted me this. 
When they chose me to guide you. It is an Old-Water Stone. A 
Path-Finder’s Beacon. Worn by those who must forge a way through 
darkness, who must lead when the path is lost.” 

She held it out to him. "I am not worthy of it. I led you into this… this 
sorrow. Into this peril. You, Sir Ronigren… you have shown true 
leadership. True courage. Even when the path was darkest. You deserve 
this. More than I." Her voice trembled. 

He gently took the necklace, its surface cool and smooth against his 
calloused fingers. The gem pulsed with a steady light. "Xylia-Kai," he 
said, his voice rough but kind. "This is a gift of great honor. And I am 
humbled by your words." He paused, then met her gaze. "But you are 
wrong to blame yourself. No one could have known the true nature of 
this place. And you have guided us with skill and courage through lands 
that would have consumed any other. You volunteered for this journey, 
knowing the dangers, to honor your mother, to seek answers. That is the 
act of a true path-finder." 

He made to return the necklace, but she shook her head. "No, Sir 
Ronigren. It feels right that you should carry it now. Perhaps its light will 
serve you better. My own path, it feels clouded." 

Seeing her need to make this gesture, Ronigren nodded reluctantly. He 
looped the cord around his own neck, the luminous gem resting cool 
against his skin, and offered Xylia a wan smile. 



"Then I will carry it, Xylia-Kai. In trust. For all of us. But know this: your 
courage, your guidance… they have not gone unnoticed. You are a vital 
part of this company. And we will find our way through this together." 

She offered him a small, hesitant nod, her webbed hands clutching her 
knees. 

Artholan stirred nearby, groaning. He sat up slowly, pale as ash. He 
looked around disoriented, at a loss for words for once, humbled by an 
experience that no arcane text could have prepared him for. 

Finn, too, began to awaken. Masillius and Gregan still lingered in their 
nightmare-haunted slumber, their bodies occasionally twitching as if still 
fighting unseen demons. Sabine watched her father with a quiet sorrow, 
her hand resting gently on his chest, willing him to return to her. 

 

*** 

 

The Zha Khor silver and the Verranzan gold Bellardi had been flashing 
around, coupled with the obsidian sigil of the unblinking eye, had proven 
to be potent lures for Cyros’s acquisitive mind.  

Several days of subtle inquiries and carefully placed bribes had led him 
to an unassuming storefront on the Street of Temples. The ancient 
cobbled thoroughfare was a riot of religious fervor, lined with shrines, 
chapels, and grand cathedrals dedicated to every conceivable deity, 
from the stern Sky Father of the Argrenian heartlands to the more exotic 
gods of the southern Free Cities and beyond. 

The storefront in question belonged to a jeweler named Master Inarius, a 
purveyor of religious trinkets and charms for the endless stream of 
pilgrims, tourists, and worshippers who frequented the street. He dealt 
mostly in mass-produced baubles of dubious spiritual efficacy, but 
behind the shop, through a discreet, curtained doorway and down a flight 
of narrow, winding stone stairs, lay something far older, and far more 
significant. A cavernous subterranean chamber beneath the bustle of the 
street, cool and smelling of ancient dust and incense, the only remaining 
part of a long-forgotten sanctuary. The walls of black, unadorned basalt 
absorbed the light of a few strategically placed braziers. 



The worshippers gathered in the subterranean sanctum were an eclectic 
mix. From a shadowed alcove, he recognized a few individuals: a 
powerful guildmaster known for his ruthless ambition, a once-prominent 
courtier fallen from favor. But there were also glum-looking refugees 
seeking solace. Ambitious craftsmen, hoping for patronage. Disaffected 
scholars, drawn to the cult’s esoteric doctrines. A congregation united 
not by birth or station, but by a shared yearning for order, for meaning, 
for a guiding hand in a world rapidly descending into chaos. 

At the far end of the chamber, on a raised dais of polished obsidian, 
stood the High Priest, "The Eye." He was a figure of stark ascetic power 
with plain black robes that flowed with liquid grace. His gaunt face was 
framed by close-cropped grey hair. But it was his right eye that 
commanded attention. A perfectly polished gemstone – an onyx or a 
dark sapphire – it glittered in the brazier light. Etched upon its surface, 
glowing when the light caught it just so, was the cult’s emblem: a single, 
unblinking eye within a broken circle. His remaining natural eye was a 
piercing blue, and when it swept over his congregation, it held an 
undeniable command. 

Tonight The Eye was delivering a rare sermon, his voice reverberating in 
every corner of the vast chamber. He spoke of "The Great Design," of an 
"Ultimate Architect" whose plan was perfect, whose order was absolute. 
He spoke of the current chaos in the world: the wars, the famines, the 
crumbling of old certainties— mere "discordant notes" in the Architect’s 
grand symphony. Temporary imperfections that would soon be smoothed 
away, absorbed into a final, perfect, silent harmony. 

Cyros watched, listened, dissecting the High Priest’s rhetoric, the 
congregation’s fervent responses. This was a sophisticated, well-funded 
operation, led by a charismatic and effective leader. The Zha Khor silver, 
the Verranzan gold, the disaffected nobles, the desperate commoners – 
it was all beginning to coalesce into a picture of a widespread, insidious 
movement, one that preyed on fear and promised a chillingly absolute 
form of salvation. 

This was a power, he realized, that went far beyond simple religious 
fervor. This was a conduit. And Cyros, with his penchant for peering into 
dangerous, profitable shadows, had just stumbled upon a very deep and 
very dark well indeed. The Archmage Falazar, he mused, would find this 



information… extraordinarily disturbing. And Cyros, as always, would 
ensure his own "consultation fee" reflected the singular nature of his 
discoveries. 

 

*** 

 

Maps depicting Argren’s bleeding northern frontier lay spread across the 
great oak table, littered with counters representing dwindling royalist 
forces and the inexorable advance of the enemy. The air was stale with 
the scent of old parchment and sleepless nights. 

King Elric paced before the map, his royal robes hanging heavy on his 
weary frame. Lord Tyrell had just concluded a detailed, and deeply 
sobering, operational overview. He had ridden hard from Woodhall to 
deliver his report in person.  

Queen Elenya sat quietly to one side, her needlework lying untouched in 
her lap, her usually serene expression clouded. 

Archmage Falazar stood near a window, gazing down on the distant, 
oblivious city, though his attention was entirely focused on the tense 
atmosphere within the room. The news from Goldenvein and Elmyra 
about the Zha Khor silver and the insidious Temple of the Silent Architect 
burrowed through his mind, adding another layer of complexity to an 
already nightmarish situation. 

"So, we hold a few fortresses, Marshal," King Elric said, his voice tight 
with frustration, "while the countryside burns and my people flee or are… 
turned against us. The relief force was shattered. The northern lords 
offer excuses instead of levies. And here, in my own capital, traitors plot 
and foreign gold finances sedition!" His fist clenched. "Valerius! He rots 
under house arrest, yet his poison still spreads!" 

Falazar chose his moment carefully. "Your Majesty," he began, his voice 
calm but firm, "the matter of Corvin Valerius is… complex. More 
complex, perhaps, than simple treason." 

Elric rounded on him, his eyes flashing with anger. "Complex, 
Archmage? The man obstructed our war effort at every turn! His son 



flaunted an artifact of our enemies! An assassin nearly reached my 
chambers! What more complexity is there to discern?" 

"The assassin, Your Majesty," Falazar countered, "bore markings and 
wielded magics that speak of the Sun-Scorched Masters of the far 
southeastern deserts. And the coin now funding this… discontent… 
amongst your southern lords bears the stamp of the Zha Khor Empire, 
and the sigil of a rather unsettling cult known as the Silent Architect." He 
paused, letting the implications sink in. "Valerius is undoubtedly guilty of 
obstruction, of fostering dissent, but I am no longer convinced he is the 
prime mover in this conspiracy." 

Elric scoffed. "Then he is a willing pawn! And he will pay the price!" He 
slammed his hand on the table. "I should have had him executed the 
moment his treachery became clear! Perhaps it is not too late!" 

"And make him a martyr, Your Majesty?" Falazar’s voice rose, a rare 
display of overt frustration. "Ignite a civil war in the south while the 
northern hordes are at our throats? Is that your strategy? To fight on two 
fronts, against enemies both without and within, fueled by the anger of 
his allies?" 

"He deserves no less!" Elric roared, his face flushed. "He betrayed his 
King, nay, his kingdom!" 

"And Argren deserves to survive!" Falazar retorted, eyes blazing. 
"Sometimes, Your Majesty, justice must be tempered with pragmatism! 
Valerius, for all his flaws, still commands influence. His open 
condemnation of this conspiracy, his contribution, albeit reluctant, to the 
war effort, could be invaluable in uniting the south and isolating the true 
agents of this deeper malice!" 

The two men faced each other, Tyrell shifted uncomfortably, caught in a 
crossfire of wills far beyond his command. 

Queen Elenya rose. She placed a gentle hand on her husband’s arm. 

"Elric," she said, her voice soft but clear, making both King and 
Archmage pause. "My love. Your anger is just. Your grief for our 
kingdom… I share it with every breath." She looked from her husband to 
Falazar. "But the Archmage speaks a hard truth. We are beset. Our 
enemies are many, their methods insidious. To create more enemies 



from within, however satisfying our sense of justice might be, would be… 
unwise." 

She turned her gaze to Elric, her eyes filled with empathetic love and 
understanding. "Corvin Valerius is a snake. A greedy, self-serving man. 
But even a snake can be guided, if one knows how to apply the right 
pressure. Falazar does not speak of forgiveness, husband. He speaks of 
strategy. Of survival." 

She paused, tightening her hand slightly on his arm. "You are the King, 
Elric. Your strength, your resolve, is what holds this kingdom together. 
Do not let your anger at one traitor blind you to the war we are in, the 
one we must win." 

The King’s shoulders slumped, the fiery anger draining out of him, 
leaving behind a cold, hard resolve. "You are right, Elenya," he said, his 
voice hoarse. "As always." He turned to Falazar. "Very well, Archmage. 
Present your… arrangement with Valerius. Let us see if this snake can 
indeed be charmed, or at least, defanged and pointed in the right 
direction. But make no mistake," his eyes hardened again, "if he falters, 
if he betrays us further, my justice will be swift, and it will be absolute." 

 

*** 

 

Cyros Goldenvein, having discreetly positioned himself once more in a 
discreet alcove, observed the proceedings with professional curiosity 
and a growing unease. The air filled with the scent of strange, sweet 
incense and the unnerving hum of a hundred voices chanting in a 
repetitive cadence. 

He scanned the crowd of worshippers, their faces dulled by a kind of 
vacant, serene bliss. The usual mix of disaffected nobles, ambitious 
merchants, and desperate commoners… Elmyra. She was standing near 
the edge of the congregation. Their paths, it seemed, had once again 
converged. 

Tonight, a special ceremony was underway. The Eye stood before his 
congregation, gemstone eye glittering with hypnotic light. He was 
anointing three new "Holy Hands". 



The three chosen – a once-powerful city magistrate, a young, beautiful 
noblewoman whose family had recently lost its fortune, and a gaunt, 
hollow-eyed craftsman whose workshop had burned in a recent 
unexplained fire – were brought before The Eye. They moved with a 
somnambulistic grace, fervent, adoring eyes fixed on the High Priest. 

At a silent command from The Eye, the three converts disrobed, 
standing naked before the assembled cultists. There were no gasps, no 
murmurs of shock, only a deepening silence. The Eye produced a small, 
obsidian-bladed knife. With a precise, surgical movement, he made a 
small incision on the palm of each convert’s outstretched hand. A single 
drop of dark blood welled from each cut, collected into an obsidian bowl 
inscribed in arcane glyphs held by a robed attendant. 

From another velvet-lined box The Eye produced three chain-link 
amulets, identical to the one now in Falazar’s keeping. He bestowed one 
upon each of the three new Holy Hands, fastening the dark, intricately 
woven chains around their necks. As the cold metal touched their skin, a 
visible tremor ran through them, their eyes glazing over further, their 
expressions becoming serene… empty. 

The Eye raised his hands, and his voice filled the chamber, echoing on 
sheer stone. "You were fractured. You were lost in the chaotic prison of 
the self. Now, you are… harmonized. You are complete." 

The three newly anointed Holy Hands then dropped prone to the cold 
stone floor, foreheads pressed against the obsidian, their voices joining 
in a chilling unison chant, words that seemed to echo from a place 
beyond human realms: 

"The self is shadow. The shadow is void.​
The void is silence. The silence is All.​
I am dissolved. I am the Design.​
I am nothing. I am One." 

"I am nothing. I am One." The words, repeated over and over, a litany of 
self-abnegation and absolute surrender, seemed to vibrate in the very air 
of the temple. Cyros Goldenvein felt a cold dread seep into his bones. 
This was a systematic erasure of individuality, a willing subsumption into 
some vast, nameless impersonal whole. 



He looked around at the other worshippers. Their eyes were glazed, 
their bodies swaying slightly to the rhythm of the chant. A low, collective 
hum arose from them, a sound that seemed to tap into some primal, 
psychic resonance, making the very stones of the ancient temple thrum. 
The atmosphere grew thick, charged, a palpable sense of a vast, unseen 
power coalescing in the chamber. Even Cyros, a man of considerable 
arcane knowledge, felt the unsettling ripple of psychic forces he did not 
fully comprehend, a power that was both seductive and profoundly 
wrong. 

This Silent Architect, this Great Design… was about unmaking. About 
dissolving messy individual lives into a single, silent void. And the people 
in this room, from the powerful to the destitute, were willingly, eagerly, 
offering themselves up to this absolute dissolution. 

The Archmage had to be informed of this. Because this… this was a 
sickness of the soul that threatened to consume not just Kingstead, but 
the very essence of what it meant to be alive. And for the first time in a 
long, long while, Cyros Goldenvein felt genuine fear. 

 



Chapter 28: 

 

Masillius stirred. Sabine, who had barely left his side, let out a small, 
choked cry of relief as his eyelids fluttered. He groaned, a low, animal 
sound of profound distress, and his eyes, when they finally focused, 
were wide and vacant, lost in an inner landscape of unspeakable horror. 

"Sabine…?" he croaked, his voice raspy, unfamiliar. He reached out a 
trembling hand, his fingers brushing her arm as if to confirm her reality. 
"The vines… the darkness… you were so small…"  

"I’m here, Father," Sabine whispered, her own voice choking with 
unshed tears. She squeezed his hand tightly. "It was a dream, just a 
terrible dream. You’re safe now." 

But the terror in his eyes did not recede. He looked around the dim, 
swampy islet, at the concerned faces of their companions, with a 
bewildered, childlike fear. Sabine’s unwavering rock seemed to have 
dissolved, leaving behind a fragile, haunted man. Myanaa offered him a 
calming herbal infusion. He drank it slowly, his gaze still distant, a visible 
shadow lingering upon his soul.  

Gregan awoke with a roar, lashing out wildly, his eyes blazing with a 
mixture of terror and a berserker’s fury. "Get away from me, you 
cheating bastards!" he bellowed, his voice raw. "My honor… you won’t 
take my honor!" It took both Ronigren and Finn to restrain him. 

"Gregan! Corporal! It’s us! You’re safe!" Ronigren said firmly, trying to cut 
through the haze of the corporal’s nightmare. 

Slowly, agonizingly, Gregan’s struggles subsided. The fury in his eyes 
faded, replaced by a shamefaced confusion. He looked at his comrades, 
at the concern on their faces, and his usual armor seemed to crumble. 
He slumped back, broad shoulders trembling, his face ashen. "Silla…" 
he muttered in a broken whisper. "The dice… they were all… 
screaming…" 

He wouldn't meet their eyes. He tried to brush off their questions with a 
weak, unconvincing bluster. "Just like a… a bad turn with the ale, Sir 
Knight. Too much of that K’thrall fire-water, eh?"  



As the sun reached its meager zenith in the perpetually overcast sky of 
the Sorrow Marshes, a welcome sound broke the oppressive stillness. 
The sharp caw of a raven. One of Myanaa’s messengers circled 
overhead, then landed gracefully on her outstretched arm. 

Myanaa listened intently, her expression gradually lightening. "Hope," 
she said, her voice carrying a new, fragile strength. "It brings word of… 
dryer land. Ahead. Perhaps a day’s journey, if the channels are clear. A 
ridge of stone and ancient, gnarled pines, rising from the mire. A place 
where the earth breathes a little easier." 

Dryer land. It sounded like paradise. Solid ground beneath their feet, air 
that didn’t reek of decay and despair. 

Ronigren looked at his companions—wounded, shaken, haunted by the 
night’s horrors. But alive. And there was, however distant, a glimmer of a 
path forward. The Sorrow Marshes had tested them, stripped them 
down. But they had not broken. They had, perhaps, even grown 
stronger. 

The journey was far from over. The enemy still loomed, vast and terrible. 
But for now, there was the promise of a distant haven, and the small, 
defiant ember of hope that refused to be extinguished. 

*** 

After another grueling day poling through the soul-sucking labyrinth of 
the Sorrow Marshes, the terrain began to subtly shift. The stagnant, 
blackish water gave way to shallower, clearer channels. The skeletal 
leafless trees were interspersed with hardy pines and gnarled oaks that 
clung to rising banks of stone and packed earth. The air lost some of its 
cloying grip, carrying instead the faint resinous scent of pine. 

Late in the afternoon, as the perpetually overcast sky began to bleed into 
a bruised twilight, Finn, scanning the horizon from the prow of their lead 
skiff, pointed. "Smoke," he said, his voice low. "And a structure. 
Northwest, half a league." 

As they drew closer, navigating a narrow, winding tributary that led 
towards higher ground, the structure resolved itself into a large 
woodlogger’s cabin, nestled at the edge of a pine forest. A welcome 
sight after the endless, desolate expanse of the K’Tahn’Corr. 



Finn’s next words quickly tempered their optimism. "No fresh cuttings," 
he observed, his gaze sweeping the surrounding trees. "The woodpile is 
old, weathered. Been months since anyone worked this area. And the 
vegetable patch…" he gestured towards a nearby, overgrown plot, 
"…choked with weeds." Yet, he added, his brow furrowing, "There’s 
movement within. Faint light. And the smoke… it’s from a poorly banked 
fire, too much for just one or two occupants." 

A sense of unease settled over Ronigren. It smelled like trouble. "We 
approach with caution," he ordered. "Finn, Xylia-Kai, scout ahead. The 
rest of us, be ready." 

The trackers melted into the twilight shadows, returning soon later with 
troubling news. "Goblins," Finn reported succinctly. "At least a dozen. 
They’ve made a sty of the place. Sentries posted, but they’re lax. Seem 
more interested in whatever they’re cooking inside." 

"Likely a raiding party, cut off from the main horde, or a group that has 
made this their new den” Xylia-Kai added, her golden eyes glinting with a 
cold anger. 

There was no question of bypassing it. The cabin lay directly on their 
path towards the firmer ground they so desperately sought, and leaving 
a goblin nest at their backs was unthinkable. Besides, the thought of 
fresh water from the cabin’s well, perhaps even some edible supplies, 
was a potent lure for the exhausted, half-starved party. He found his 
hand creeping towards his sword, an enticing tension begging to be 
released. 

Ronigren, Gregan, and Finn burst through the main door. 

It was a maelstrom of iron, close-quarters combat. Goblins, startled from 
their squalid meal, shrieked and charged, crude blades flashing in the 
dim light. Ronigren’s sword found soft flesh with a thrust, Gregan’s axe 
swept wide in a horizontal slash even as a goblin was turning, cleaving 
his head in two above the lower jaw. Finn’s long knife dipped low and 
found the soft throat of a lunging foe. Outside, Artholan unleashed bolts 
of crackling energy that sent fleeing goblins sprawling while Ruthiel 
moved like a phantom, their slender blade a silver whisper, each thrust a 
precise execution, forever silencing the shrieks of the terrified creatures. 



An escaping goblin bolted out the door in sudden anger towards Sabine, 
and she drew her hand-axe high with gasp. She faced down the snarling 
creature, its features so disturbingly similar to Snik’s— 

She hesitated, her axe stroke faltering. 

The goblin lunged, jagged knife slashing wildly. Masillius threw himself in 
front of Sabine, his own short sword coming up to parry. The goblin’s 
blade skittered off Masillius’s sword but gashed him deeply across the 
forearm. 

"Father!" Sabine screamed, a fresh surge of fury and fear coursing 
through her. The hesitation vanished. She brought her axe down with all 
her strength in a single, devastating blow. As the force of the impact 
reverberated through her arm, the eyes of the creature locked in hers: 
rage, surprise, horror, then the light within faded. Sabine stood in place 
as the dying goblin crumpled to the floor, her axe buried deep, lodged in 
his lower belly, having carved its way through the smashed collarbone. 
She looked at that life spark dimming and dying at her hand, and a 
trembling wave of nausea flared upward from her stomach to the base of 
her jaw. 

The cabin was a charnel house, its floor slick with blood. Over a dozen 
goblins lay dead. Masillius clutched his bleeding arm, his face pale with 
pain, a small cooking knife protruding from his leg. 

Snik’s trembled with a vacant expression, as his companions 
slaughtered the rest of his terrified kin. 

Sabine rushed to her father’s side. Myanaa was already there, her face 
grim as she examined the deep, bleeding gash. 

 

*** 

 

The stench of goblin blood mingled with the damp, earthy scent of the 
surrounding Sorrow Marshes. While Ronigren and Finn secured the 
perimeter, their expressions taut, Myanaa and Ruthiel worked with a 
desperate urgency over Masillius. 



The goblin’s jagged blade had gashed his arm; it had sliced deep, 
narrowly missing a major artery but severing several smaller ones. The 
blade, Snik had confirmed with a horrified whisper, had been coated with 
a fast-acting, debilitating venom favored by certain northern goblin tribes, 
a poison that caused intense pain, fever, and swift paralysis if not 
countered. 

Without Myanaa’s profound knowledge of healing herbs, frantically 
applied as a poultice to draw out the worst of the venom, and Ruthiel’s 
subtle, draining Elven magic to knit torn flesh and bolster Masillius’s 
flagging life force, the merchant would have surely perished. Even so, he 
lay pale and weak, his breathing shallow, a feverish heat radiating from 
his body. He was alive, but he was in no condition to walk, let alone 
endure the rigors of their journey. 

As they tended to Masillius, Ronigren began to notice the proportions of 
the cabin itself. The doorway was taller, wider than any human dwelling 
he had ever seen. The ceiling was immensely high. The few remaining 
structural beams were massive, ancient timbers that no ordinary human 
logger could have easily felled or lifted. 

"This place…" he said, "it wasn't built for men, was it?" 

Artholan, who had been examining the stonework of the fireplace, his 
academic curiosity slowly reasserting itself, nodded. "Indeed, Sir 
Ronigren. The masonry, the scale of the foundational stones… this is not 
Argrenian, nor even dwarven. The goblins merely infested it. This was, I 
suspect, a Jotunai outpost. A waystation, perhaps, from a time when 
their kind roamed these lands." 

But there was no time for contemplation. Masillius needed to be moved. 
The goblin attack, though repelled, might have alerted others. They 
couldn’t stay here. 

With grim determination, Ronigren and Finn set to work. Using salvaged 
timbers from the cabin’s interior – planks that were surprisingly light for 
their immense size – and strips of tough, goblin-looted canvas, they 
fashioned a sturdy stretcher. 

Lifting Masillius onto it was a delicate operation. He groaned in pain, his 
eyes fluttering open, unfocused and clouded with fever. "Sabine…" he 
whispered, his voice barely audible. 



"I’m here, Father," she choked out, her hand gripping his. "We’ll get you 
safe." 

Their initial plan was for Sabine and Gregan, the two strongest members 
of the party, to carry the stretcher. They set off, leaving the defiled cabin 
behind them, pushing northwards into the oppressive gloom of the 
Sorrow Marshes, towards the faint promise of the pine ridge Myanaa’s 
raven had sighted. 

But the going was torturous. The ground was uneven, slick with mud, 
tangled with roots. The stretcher was heavy and awkward. After what felt 
like an eternity but was likely no more than fifteen minutes, covering 
barely a mile, Gregan, his face pale and streaming with sweat, stumbled, 
his arms trembling with exhaustion. 

"I… I can’t, Sir Knight," he gasped, his usual bravado gone. "My arm… 
the old wound from Woodhall… and this cursed swamp… it saps a 
man’s strength." 

Ronigren looked at him, then at the still-distant, hazy outline of the pine 
ridge. They couldn’t stop here. They were too exposed. 

It was Sabine who made the decision for them. Her face set in a mask of 
fierce, unwavering determination, her blue eyes blazing with a protective 
fire that seemed to burn away her earlier fear and vulnerability. "No," she 
said, her voice surprisingly firm. "We keep going." 

Before anyone could argue, she began to unfasten the canvas straps 
that secured Masillius to the stretcher. "Help me," she said to Ronigren. 
"We need more rope. And those wider straps from the pack saddles." 

Working with a focused intensity, ignoring Artholan’s worried protests 
about "muscular strain" and "potential spinal injury," Sabine, with 
Ronigren’s assistance, fashioned a makeshift harness. She then knelt, 
positioning the stretcher, with her father securely strapped to it, onto her 
own broad back. With a grunt of immense effort, a sound that seemed to 
come from the very depths of her being, she rose to her feet. 

Masillius was a large man. The stretcher added to the burden. Yet, 
Sabine stood, her powerful legs braced, her back straight. She looked, 
for a moment, less like a fifteen-year-old girl and more like one of the 
colossal stone Keepers, a being of immense, unyielding strength, 
carrying a precious burden. 



"I can do this," she said, her voice tight with effort, but unwavering. "Lead 
the way, Sir Ronigren." 

And she began to walk, her strides steady, powerful, carrying her father 
northwards. 

Sabine’s K’thrall-made reed tunic, which had fit her well enough in 
Xy’tharr-Tol, now seemed… shorter. The sleeves ended well above her 
wrists, the hem of her trousers several inches above her ankles. Her 
frame, which had always been tall but still carried the lankiness of youth, 
seemed broader, more solid, the muscles in her arms and legs straining 
beneath the swamp-proofed fabric. She hadn't just found a new reserve 
of strength; she was growing. Visibly. The Jotunai blood, awakened by 
peril, by the amulet, by the very land itself, was asserting its ancient, 
formidable legacy. 

The Sorrow Marshes had sought to break them with despair. Instead, it 
seemed, it was forging one among them into something extraordinary. 

 

Interlude VII: The Cat, The Forest, and The Uninvited Guests 

The sun, a rather anemic affair in these misty northern fringes, was just 
beginning to warm the damp bark of a particularly comfortable-looking, 
moss-covered log. An excellent spot for a mid-morning meditation. Or, 
more accurately, a nap. He’d had a rather busy few days, what with 
observing the Tall Young She’s impressive, if somewhat strenuous, filial 
piety, and the general incompetence of the others when faced with a bit 
of mildly malevolent flora. 

He stretched, a ripple of black fur against the green moss, his yellow 
eyes blinking slowly. This "Sorrow Marsh" had been… moderately 
diverting. So much angst! So much despair! Quite a rich buffet for 
certain… other… entities. But a bit one-note, really. He preferred a more 
varied emotional palette. 

Now, this Dreaming Forest… this was more interesting. He could feel its 
ancient, slumbering consciousness, a vast, slow, green thought that 
permeated every leaf, every root, every shimmering spore. It dreamed, 
this Forest. Dreamed of epochs long past, of mountains rising and 
crumbling, of stars wheeling in unfamiliar skies. And sometimes, it 
dreamed of… visitors. 



Now, this Ssylarr Queen, Zyliss. She’d been a more… receptive… 
audience for the Forest’s less coherent ramblings. The Forest, left to its 
own devices, tended to babble. A glimpse of the Zha Khor column 
marching towards the Lawless Lands; oh yes, that was a new and 
promisingly disruptive wrinkle. A hint of the cloaked assassins in the 
stone city… always good for a bit of paranoia. And the general, 
all-purpose sense of encroaching doom? A classic. Never fails to liven 
things up. 

The Forest itself was aware of the Zha Khor, of course. In its own slow, 
vegetative way. It felt their harsh, disciplined thoughts, their dry, metallic 
scent, like a discordant note in its ancient, green symphony. It 
didn't like them. Too much… order. Too much… unbending will. The 
Forest preferred a bit more chaos, a touch more… mulch. 

He flicked an ear, a beetle having made the unwise decision to land 
upon it. With a swift, almost invisible movement, the beetle vanished. 
Appetizer. 

Perhaps, he mused, licking a paw, the Forest was finally about to take a 
more… active… role in the current spectacle. The Zha Khor were 
already sniffing around its southern edges, their outriders and scouts 
probing its misty borders. An uninvited guest was one thing. An uninvited 
guest with intentions of… logging… or worse, irrigating… well, that 
simply wouldn’t do. 

He rose, stretched again, and with a silent leap, landed on a low-hanging 
branch of a tree whose leaves shimmered with all the colors of a dying 
rainbow. He sent out a thought, a playful, insistent nudge, into the vast, 
dreaming consciousness of the Forest. Not a command – one 
didn’t command a dreaming god, not if one valued one’s whiskers. More 
of a… suggestion. A playful dare. 

"Guests, old slumberer," *he projected, his thought a ripple of 
amusement. "Unpleasant ones. Sharp, shiny, no respect for the roots. 
Perhaps… a little… discouragement… is in order? A few… interesting… 
detours? A touch of the old… nightmare-mulch… you’re so good at?" * 

He felt a slow, ancient stirring in response. A rustle of a million leaves, a 
sigh of wind through countless branches, a subtle shift in the patterns of 
light and shadow. The Forest was considering. It was old, and slow, and 



its motives were as tangled as its deepest roots. But it was also… 
protective. And, on occasion, surprisingly… petulant… when disturbed. 

A Zha Khor scout, clad in black lacquered armor, was at that very 
moment attempting to hack a path through a particularly dense thicket 
on the Forest’s northern edge. Suddenly, the path before him seemed 
to… dissolve. The trees leaned in, their branches like grasping claws. 
The ground beneath his feet grew soft, yielding, like sucking mud. 
Whispers, ancient and unsettling, seemed to emanate from the very air 
around him. He turned to flee, but the path behind him was gone, 
replaced by an impenetrable wall of thorns that hadn't been there 
moments before. 

Monty chuckled, a silent, internal rumble of amusement. Yes. Eventful. 
The Forest, when properly… inspired… could be quite the showman. 
This Zha Khor incursion into the Lawless Lands, so close to the 
Dreaming Forest’s edge, was about to become significantly more… 
complicated. And infinitely more entertaining. 

He settled back on his branch, tail twitching, ready to observe the 
unfolding spectacle. The game was always more fun when the board 
itself started playing back. 

*** 

The Sorrow Marshes, even as they grudgingly began to recede, clung to 
them. Each squelching footstep, each labored breath, was a small 
victory against the encroaching despair. Sabine pressed onward, her 
young face set in a scowl of grim determination, the weight of her father 
and their collective hopes a crushing, yet somehow empowering, load. 

Ronigren, though his own body ached with fatigue and his mind was 
bruised, walked beside her, his eyes constantly scanning for threats, the 
Path-Finder’s Beacon at his throat pulsing with a faint, steady light. 
Gregan took turns with Finn and Xylia-Kai in scouting ahead, clearing 
obstacles, and watching their backs. 

After hours of slogging through mud and mist, Myanaa’s raven returned 
from a scouting flight, its caws no tinged with a clear, almost joyful, 
urgency. It circled their heads, then flew decisively northwest, towards a 
distant, hazy ridge rising from the flat expanse of the marsh. 



"Dry land," Myanaa breathed, a faint smile touching her lips for the first 
time in days. "Solid ground." 

They pushed onward, their hearts lighter, the oppressive weight of the 
K’Tahn’Corr beginning, finally, to lift. 

As they drew closer, the ridge resolved itself into a long, pine-covered 
escarpment, its slopes a welcome sight of dark green against the 
monotonous grey-browns of the marshes.  

With a final, lung-bursting effort, they ascended the first gentle slopes of 
the ridge. And there, nestled in a shallow, sheltered valley on the far 
side, lay a sight that made them all pause. 

A village. 

It was small, no more than fifty or sixty dwellings clustered around a 
small, clear stream that tumbled down from the higher slopes. But it was 
unlike any Argrenian village Ronigren had ever seen. Interspersed 
amongst the more familiar, human-scale timber and daub cottages were 
structures of a far greater antiquity, and a far more imposing scale. 
Massive, cyclopean stone foundations, clearly the remnants of much 
larger, long-ruined buildings, formed the bases for some of the newer 
homes. A few towering, weathered monoliths, their surfaces carved with 
faded, unreadable glyphs, stood like ancient, silent sentinels at the 
village perimeter. And at the very center of the settlement, partially 
overgrown, was a circular stone henge, its massive, moss-covered 
trilithons hinting at a purpose both ancient and deeply mysterious. 
Smoke curled from a few chimneys. 

This was not a place of men alone. This might be a place where the 
echoes of the Jotunai still lingered. 

As they stood there, on the crest of the ridge, weary, battered, gazing 
down at this enigmatic settlement, a single point of light suddenly flared 
from the heart of the stone henge – a bright, welcoming beacon in the 
gathering twilight. 

The journey through the Sorrow Marshes was over. But as Sabine gently 
lowered her father from her aching back, her gaze fixed on that distant, 
beckoning light, she knew, with a certainty that resonated with the 
thrumming amulet at her breast, that their true quest, the quest for her 



past, for the secrets of the Jotunai, and perhaps for the salvation of 
Argren, was only just beginning. 

 

 


	Chapter 1: Whispers on the Northern Wind 
	Chapter 2: The Sounding of the Horn 
	Chapter 3: The Silence of Ash and Bone 
	Chapter 4: The Thunder of Hooves 
	Chapter 5: The Raven's Shadow Over Kingstead 
	Chapter 6: Memories of Stone 
	Sabine: The Girl Who Reached for the Sky 
	Chapter 7: Echoes in the Stone City 
	Chapter 8: The Gathering of Banners 
	Chapter 9: From Ancient Forest to a Fractured City 
	Chapter 10: The March of Giants and the Murmur of Mice 
	Chapter 11: The Archmage’s Grumbling Errand Boy 
	Chapter 12: The Tremors in the Reeds 
	Chapter 13: The Road from Kingstead 
	Chapter 14: The Unbound Scholar 
	Chapter 15: The Tide of Nightmares 
	Chapter 16: The Tide of a Thousand Sorrows 
	Chapter 17: A Tangle of Chains 
	Chapter 18: The Melody of Chains 
	Chapter 19: The Tavern and The Gamble 
	Chapter 20: Ravens to the South 
	Chapter 21: The Nightingale's Net 
	Chapter 22: Snik’s Gastronomic Guide to the Swamplands 
	Chapter 23: What Lies Beyond 
	Chapter 24: She Who Walked The Dry Path 
	Chapter 25: The Serpent and the Sorcerer 
	Chapter 26: Coils of Despair 
	Chapter 27: The Weight of a Shared Dawn 
	Chapter 28: 

